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After a few years of marriage it's the little things that get to you; the subtle, little nuances that after a while start you to wondering. 'Why did she say that;'...'Wow, that wasn't the response I expected;'...'There's that look again;' and then there's always the kicker, 'Please, not tonight honey, I'm too tired.' Put them all together and you start to suspect something is amiss in your happy little home.
Of course no one really wants to admit to discourse in their family life, so to counterbalance the doubt and suspicion, you remind yourself that trust is the cornerstone of any marriage; and if that doesn't work, there's always denial; 'I'm sure she didn't mean it the way it sounded;'...'She must have misunderstood what I said;'...'Maybe she had something in her eye;' and of course...'Yeah, she's had a rough day, maybe tomorrow night.'
Then comes the day...no, it's not really a day, it's a moment, really; then comes the moment when it all falls into place; when you look back on the sarcastic comments, the weird responses to something you said, the nasty looks you caught out of the corner of your eye, and the lack of passion in the bedroom; that's the moment when you look back on all that and say... why didn't I see it before now?
It's right after asking yourself that question that you start to feel the pain of her betrayal; the realization that the woman you love above all else, the person around whom your entire universe revolves, has been unfaithful.
That's when your stomach muscles tighten up, you gasp for a breath, your heart starts pounding like a drum, you break out in a cold sweat, and your eyes instantly fill with tears.
When the initial shock abates you make the same mistake every guy makes at that point, you ask yourself why. Depression hits like a sludge hammer, you start to feel inferior, like less of a man and you start to blame yourself, torture yourself. 'What did I do wrong;'... 'How did I lose her respect;'... 'How did I lose her love'...'Was I not a good husband;'... 'Was I an inadequate lover?'
I know all this because I've gone through it, all of it, every thought, every emotion; I felt totally defeated, it was the worst thing I've ever gone through; bar none.
Acting on a tip I received a little earlier in the day, I pulled into the parking lot of the cheap single story motel. Immediately I felt sick to my stomach and fought to keep from vomiting when I saw my wife's Chevy parked in front of one of the rooms.
I wedged my car between two others in the far corner of the lot and waited; it was during the next twenty minutes that I asked myself every one of those questions, experienced every emotion, and cried as my heart broke apart piece by piece.
I watched as my lovely wife exited one of the rooms hand in hand with her boss. I picked up my camera from the passenger's seat and started photographing them as they embraced for a parting kiss.
As a professional photographer I seldom relied on my camera's auto focus but thank God for the capability because there was no way I could capture a sharp image through my tears otherwise. The powerful telephoto lens allowed me to zero in on Jean as she looked amorously into the face of her lover. I don't really know why but I kept snapping away; just reflex I guess.
After they drove off in separate vehicles all I could do was sit there; why didn't I run up and punch the son-of-a-bitch in the mouth? I was pissed at myself, but the truth was, I was so stunned I didn't even think of it. I sat playing the scene I had just witnessed over and over in my head. If I didn't have the proof sitting beside me I would have questioned my own sanity and thought I was hallucinating.
I wondered how long it had been going on; were they in love, or was it just a physical thing? Then I realized it didn't matter; my marriage was over. I felt lost; I started shaking all over, that's when the tears really started to pour. I beat the palm of my hand against the steering wheel in frustration.
I think the last time I sobbed that hard was when I lost my life-long partner. He was a beautiful Doberman Pincer by the name of Brooklyn. He was my protector and constant companion every day of my life until one morning when he didn't wake up. I was ten years old.
Now what, I wondered as I tried to get control of myself; my mind went to a conversation we had not long ago about starting a family. I was just getting established in my commercial photography venture when we were married so we decided to wait before having kids because we needed Jean's paycheck.
Since then; however, I've been able to steadily build the business into a six figure income. Since ninety-nine percent of my work is done on location I didn't even need a studio, I worked from my home; in addition to saving money it also gave me some great tax breaks; all and all, we really didn't need Jean's salary any more so we talked about her quitting and becoming a stay-at-home mom. I thought she'd jump at it, but to my surprise she was reluctant saying she needed a little more time to get used to the idea; now after seeing what I just saw I believe she had a different reason for not wanting to quit.
I took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh, I wanted kids with all my heart but maybe it's better this way, I thought.
About the time I had decided to just go home and confront Jean with the pictures I had just taken, my cell phone rang. I looked at the display and saw it was Jack Northrupe, a longtime friend. Years prior I worked as a staff photographer for one of the largest newspapers in the state; Jack was an investigative reporter, one of the best. He and I worked on several assignments together and have been good friends ever since.
At first I was going to let it go to voice mail then thought why not take it; I could really use a friend about now.
"Hello," I answered trying to sound normal, evidently unsuccessfully.
"Hi buddy, you okay? You sound a little down, everything alright?"
I hesitated, did I really want to advertise that fact that my wife was cheating on me? Hell, I thought, people are going to find out anyway, it's not the kind of thing you can keep secret for long.
"Ah...no Jack, actually things are pretty shitty," I said.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Dalton, anything I can do?' he asked.
"Well, to tell you the truth, Jack, I just need someone to talk to."
"Look, I was calling to see if you could meet me for a beer at Plato's Place in a little while anyway; when can you get away?"
"Oh shit," I said just realizing what time it was, "I'm already late; I was supposed to meet a client and take shots of some model homes; he's a real estate developer. Fuck it, I'm going to call and tell him I got deathly ill; it won't be a lie, believe me. I'm going to call him right now and reschedule; I can be at Plato's in twenty minutes," I told him.
"I'll see you there, my friend."
As soon as we hung up I called my client and rescheduled the shoot, he wasn't happy but there was no way I could concentrate on the job anyway.
Jack was already sitting at the bar when I walked in. He didn't say anything, he probably didn't want to embarrass me, but the first thing he did was look at my eyes, they must have still been red and puffy from crying.
"Why don't you grab a brew then let's go over there," he said pointing at a table in the back of the room, "It's a little more private, you can tell me what's going on."
It was hard to talk about. We both sat in silence for a couple minutes while I tried to decide just how to start.
"I...ah, I had that appointment scheduled today. It wasn't too far from where Jean works and I had some time so I stopped by just before twelve to see if she was free to have lunch. Beverly, one of the girls she works with, told me I had just missed her, she had already left for lunch. When I asked her if she knew where Jean had gone she said she didn't know, but just the way she said it...I don't know, it was a little strange, like she was hiding something."
I stopped talking for a second and took a swig of my beer, I took a deep breath trying to keep from crying again; it's just not easy talking about your wife screwing another man.
"Anyway, like I said, I was getting some weird vibes from her, then on my way out another woman approached me; I'd never seen her before but evidently she didn't like Jean very much because she told me if I wanted to find my wife I should go over to the Holly Hotel on Dempster. At first I thought she meant that was where Jean was eating but then I recognized the name, it was some cheapo little dive; I'd driven past it a million times and knew they didn't have a restaurant. I drove over there, and sure enough, Jean's car was in the lot."
"Oh man, Dalton, I'm sorry; damn, I can't picture Jean cheating on you; no doubt it was her car, huh?"
"It was Jean's car, she has vanity plates on it," I replied.
"Shit, what'd you do?"
"What could I do, I had no idea what room she was in; I parked in the back of the lot where I was pretty sure she wouldn't see me and waited; I was there about twenty minutes when she came out holding hands with Irv Jackson, that's her boss."
"Listen, if this guy is her boss maybe he's coerced her, you know, sleep with me or you're fired; something like that," Jack stated trying to give me hope.
"I doubt it, when I say boss I'm using the term loosely; he's not really her boss; I mean he doesn't have the power to fire her or anything like that. He's an outside sales rep, he travels around selling industrial lighting. When he gets an order he sends it in to the company; Jean fills it and makes sure everything gets shipped."
"God, I just can't believe it, Jean adores you, man. Did you guys have a big fight or something, why would she do that to you?"
"Why? Huh, that's what I've been asking myself, why? To answer your question, no we haven't had any fights, not really; she has been kind of grouchy for the last few months but we haven't really fought about anything."
"So what are you going do?"
"Divorce I guess, I'm sure as hell not going to stay married to woman who doesn't love or respect me."
We both sat in silence for a few minutes before Jack spoke again. "How bad do you want to get back at her?" he asked.
"What do you mean?"
"You know; I mean, if it was me I'd want blood, man; I'd want revenge...on him as well as her. I know you got to be hurting big time, but you can't tell me you're not pissed too."
"Well of course I'm pissed," I answered a little annoyed at what I thought was a stupid question. "What are you getting at?"
"Do you have any proof of the affair?"
"Hell yeah...well, not real proof; I got some pictures of them kissing when they came out of the room."
"No, that's not enough, you need enough for probable cause," Jack said.
"Probable cause; I give up, Jack, what the hell are you talking about?"
"This is Illinois, adultery is illegal in this state my dear friend," he said with a smirk.
"It is?" that was news to me, "Are you sure?"
"Absolutely; it's a class 'A' misdemeanor. More than likely they'll never be prosecuted but between you and me we must know thirty or forty cops; I'll bet we can get them arrested and thrown in jail for a day or so; maybe even get the paper to print the story."
Jack looked at me and saw he had my attention.
"Think about it, if they're actually arrested it would be newsworthy; I'll bet you any money I could get the paper to run the story; if you're there with your camera I might even get them to print the art as well; you want a by-line?" he asked with a devilish smile.
With all the agony I had been going through I'd never even thought of revenge but suddenly it was sounding pretty damn good.
"You'll need to get some evidence though. You'll need enough for probable cause."
"Shit, how am I supposed to do that?" I asked forgetting for a moment that I was sitting with one of the best investigative reporters around.
"Does she use a smart phone?" he asked.
"Yeah, exclusively; we don't even have a land line anymore," I responded.
"Okay, I know they work together but I'll bet they still communicate over the phone; text messages, phone calls, pictures...something. They're not cheap, two, three hundred bucks, but you can go on line and get spyware for her phone. It's a little do-hickey you plug into her phone then download the program; it literally takes seconds. It lets you monitor incoming and outgoing calls, text messages, dates on her calendar, all kinds of stuff. The good ones even turn her phone into a listening device, like a bug. If they're within range you can hear everything they're saying to each other; it even lets you track her with the GPS and you can monitor everything from your computer."
"Are you kidding; Is that legal?"
"Well, technically no," he thought for a second, "Is her phone in your name or hers?" he asked.
"Mine...well, the company's really; why?"
"Well, you're supposed to tell all parties on the phone that you're recording their conversation but there's a little provision about taping calls that were made for illegal purposes; since adultery is a crime you could argue your phone was being used for unlawful intentions."
"Are you sure; tapping a phone is a federal offence, shit I could wind up in more trouble than either one of them."
Jack thought for a moment before speaking. "Don't worry about it, Dalton; go ahead and get one of those things; when the time comes to bust them you'll make an anonymous tip to me with their room number, I'll contact the police saying I believe the room is being used for criminal acts, that's all."
I thought for a second, "You really think this will work?"
"Listen, half the cops in Chicago-land owe me a favor, we'll make it work."
I guess I got kind of quiet; I had all the faith in the world in Jack; he wouldn't come up with a scheme like that if he didn't know he could pull it off, but did I really want to do this? He must have been reading my thoughts...
"I know," he said with sympathy, "You're wondering if you really want to get her arrested?" He took a swallow of beer, "That, my friend, is up to you. It's kind of drastic, I know."
I sat nodding my head in agreement with his last statement.
"Even if you don't have her arrested, I'd still get that spy device and find out just what exactly is going on. Who knows, what you saw might have been perfectly innocent," he said knowing neither of us believed that.
We didn't talk much longer after that, I had some thinking to do and Jack had to get home to his own wife and kids. I thought about what he said regarding that spy thing for her phone and decided it was a good idea; as unlikely as it was, I prayed he was right about it being innocent...yeah, right!
I didn't waste any time ordering the gizmo Jack talked about. I always carried my laptop with me. Mostly I used it for editing photographs right on location but I could get on the net from anywhere by linking it to my smart phone, which is what I did as soon as I got back in my car. It didn't take very long to find what Jack was talking about, there were a bunch of them out there. I found one that would act as a listening device like he mentioned and paid extra to have it shipped overnight with special instructions for it to be held at the post office for me.
It was a little strange but I actually felt slightly better after that. One of the emotions I forget to mention before was control, or should I say the lack of it. Finding out your wife is having an affair really makes you see how little control you have over your life, even for guys like me who thought he had things pretty well handled. Now at least I was doing something, I was taking back at least some control.
All that evening I tried to spend as much time as I could away from Jean. I tried to act normal, but unless you've tried it yourself, you have no idea how hard that is when your whole world is crumbling down around you.
I went into my office and pretended to be editing shots from some imaginary big shoot I'd had. I waited until I was sure Jean was sound asleep before crawling into bed. Having her body so close to mine was tearing me apart again. I finally drifted off, but not before silently shedding more tears.
The next day I almost blew my first job because I just couldn't concentrate on what I was doing. Even the client asked me if something was wrong. I did the best I could to keep focused then headed to the post office around three.
I showed my ID to the cute little thing behind the counter and told her they should be holding a package for me; five minutes later she emerged from the back room with it in her hands. I opened it like a kid at Christmas. I read the instructions and downloaded the bug on her phone later that night. I set it up so I could monitor everything from my laptop; it didn't take long to strike pay dirt.
I had already checked a couple of times first thing in the morning to no avail, but around ten-thirty I saw Irv had sent my wife a text, although she hadn't answered it yet.
Irv: Hey beautiful, I have a pretty light schedule on Friday, you want to get together?
If she said yes that gave me two days to plan; the problem was I didn't know what I was going to do yet. I had just rested my head back against the car seat to think when I heard a phone ring...
"Hello," it was the bastard.
"Hey, it's me; I got your text but I was standing right next to Beverly and couldn't answer," replied my loving wife.
"Hell, Jean, she has to know something by now anyway; she's not dense."
"Yeah, I know," she responded, "but there's no need to rub her nose in it. She even covered for me the other day. She said Dalton was here to take me to lunch day before yesterday; she told him I had already left and she didn't know where I went."
"Well it was probably the truth," he scoffed.
"Yeah, I know; I'm wondering why Dalton didn't say anything about stopping by. He's actually been kind of quiet the last couple of nights too, you don't think he suspects anything? God, it would kill him if he found out about us."
"Hell, Jean, you're the one living with him, not me; what do you think? I haven't seen him since the company picnic a couple months ago, he didn't seem suspicious then, in fact we had a nice conversation about how fast kids grow up these days."
"Yeah I know, he mentioned it when we got home, he said he thought you were a good father."
"Now you're making me feel guilty, damn it; I like your husband."
"Yeah, I think he likes you too. Like you said, maybe I'm just feeling guilty; I got thinking about him coming to take me out to lunch while you and I were together and it just kind of reminded me about what we're really doing; I mean when we first started out it seemed like just harmless fun, but there's no two ways of looking at what we're doing now, we're both cheating on our spouses. Jeez, I don't even want to think what would happen if they ever found out; I don't know about Marge, but it would kill Dalton; I doubt that he would ever forgive me, Irv; we're really playing with fire here."
"Yeah, Marge too; shit she'd probably kick me out of the house for good. Well what do you think, should we cool it for a while?"
There was a long pause on both ends before Jean answered him.
"Actually, I've been kind of snippy the last few months; that could be why he's being so quiet. Every time he opens his mouth lately it seems I'm jumping down his throat, I think I've been using it as a defense mechanism, you know; it's like the closer he and I are as a couple the more guilt I feel, so if I can create some space between us I don't feel quite so guilty. That's not right though, I've got to stop that; Dalton hasn't done anything for me to be mean to him."



"So, what do you think, are we on for Friday or not?" Irv asked her.
"Yeah, let's figure on Friday but maybe we should take a break after that. I need to reconnect with my husband; I really do love the big lug you know," she said.
Dalton heard Irv chuckle on the other end of the phone, "Yeah, I know you do; I love my wife too. Okay, Friday, regular time, then we'll call a truce for a while."
"Okay," she responded, "Are you coming into the office today?"
"No, not today, I'm booked; I'll be in tomorrow but not till about four," he replied.
The rest of the call was about business. I slowly lowered the cover of my laptop. Friday was only two days away; if I wanted to get them arrested I was going to have to call Jack right away so he had some time to get things arranged. I leaned forward and put my head against the steering wheel to think. There were so many things to consider.
Maybe I could just look the other way, just this once. It sounds like this would be the last time, at least for a while and she did say she loved me. Maybe I could let things cool down for a while then tell Jean I knew about the affair and tell her not to do it again... no, I thought as my anger resurfaced, what the hell am I thinking; I won't spend my life like that, worried, wondering where she is every time she's ten minutes late; bullshit, I couldn't live like that, I won't live like that.
After two days of pondering, my final decision was made in the blink of an eye.
"Hello, is Jack Northrupe there please?" I put a hanky over the phone; I had no idea if it really masked my voice or not but they do it in all the mystery movies so why not.
"Yeah, can I ask who's calling?" the voice on the other end of the line asked.
"No, just tell him I have some information about some illegal activity that will be taking place on Friday."
"Just a minute, Please," he said before hollering to Jack about an anonymous caller on line three.
"This is Jack Northrupe, can I help you?"
"I will not give you my name, Mr. Northrupe, but I wanted to inform you there will be some illegal activity going on in one of the rooms at the Holly Motel on Dempster this Friday around noon."
"I understand," said Jack, "I will have the police there to investigate."
Well, it was done; now all I had to do was live with my decision. I also had to live with Jean for the next two days, how was I going to do that, I wondered?
It sounded like she was planning to be nice to me when she was talking to Irv; she can be very romantic when she wants to be. I pictured her cuddling up to me on the couch, maybe with some wine; once we got into bed there would be no stopping her; she knew my buttons and how to push them; God I was going to miss her I thought as new tears found their way down my face.
I thought about it for a few minutes then came up with the solution; although I had never done it on short notice before, I did have to go out of town now and then. I had already cancelled everything I had scheduled for the rest of the week. I drove home and packed a bag. I was already checked into a motel several miles from home before hitting speed dial. I had my laptop open and ready to link up to my phone as soon as I was done with the call.
"Hi honey," she answered sounding as if she was in a good mood, "I was just thinking about you, your ears must have been burning."
"You were," I said trying to sound upbeat. "And what were you thinking?"
"Well, for the last few months things have been kind of crazy at work and I'm afraid I've been taking it out on you, so I'd like to make it up to you. I thought maybe we could check into a nice hotel for the weekend and you and I could engage in two full days and nights of wild, passionate, mind blowing monkey sex; the way I see it, neither of us should be able to walk by Monday," she said laughing.
Under normal circumstances my heart would be pounding away to hear her talk like that, but knowing the full story, it only made me even sadder. I tried using that sadness as an acting tool as I responded, "Honey, I'm sorry to tell you but I won't be around this weekend, I've..."
"Won't be around," she almost screamed, "What do you mean, where are you going?"
"Ah, well I just got an out of town assignment, Honey; sorry, but the money is just too good to pass up, I'm already on my way and won't be back until late Saturday night."
She didn't say anything for a good fifteen or twenty seconds, "Honey, what's going on, this isn't like you," she finally said sounding worried.
I didn't want to blow it now; I'm no actor but I had to put on a real performance. "Nothing's wrong, honey; this just came up," I said trying to make it sound important.
"Can't you postpone it? I was really looking forward to this weekend, babe."
"Honey, this is a chance to steel a major account from Hubbard's, one of the biggest studios in the city," I said, making it up as I went. "Everything was all set for a big advertising shoot tomorrow down in Logan County but somehow Hubbard screwed up the scheduling and can't make it. It'll cost the client thousands of dollars if it doesn't get done. Somebody recommended me. If I get down there and save the shoot it could mean getting a new client worth a hundred grand a year; Honey, I can't pass that up."
I heard her sigh then there was a moment of silence before she spoke. "Okay," she said with what sounded like true sadness in her voice, "I understand, I guess we can do it the following weekend."
As soon as we said our goodbye and kissed each other through the phone, I dialed up the Internet and linked it to my laptop. I thought sure she'd contact Irv right away but there was nothing. She must have laid her phone on her desk because when I activated the bugging device I could hear her shuffling papers around.
"Irv just faxed in these purchase orders, he wants you to go through them and make sure we have everything in stock, if not he wants you to call him," I heard a voice say. Then I heard my wife's voice answer.
"Okay, thanks Beverly," I didn't hear any reply, then my wife spoke again. "Beverly, what's the matter; we used to be friends but you haven't said a friendly word to me in months; please, what's going on?"
"Okay, since you asked, I used to think you were a good person; you have a wonderful husband, but you turned you back on him; he deserves better, you're nothing but a slut," she said putting as much venom as she could behind her words.
I heard Jean gasp at the statement; then I thought I heard Beverly walk out of her office; my wife started to cry. I got worried that her co-worker's words had given Jean a sudden shot of morals and she might call off her little tryst; I was waiting for her to call Irv but all she did was weep quietly.
I continued to monitor my wife's communications to make sure the cops weren't going to raid an empty room on Friday, but the only other talking she did with Irv was on Thursday afternoon when he went into the office. They talked mostly about business; only at the end of their conversation did Jean express her regret for ever starting their affair, but when asked again about the following day, once again she confirm, what they both acknowledged, would be their last rendezvous for a while.
I got no sleep Thursday night at all; I kept asking myself if I was doing the right thing. Maybe with counseling we could put this behind us? Maybe...possibly...what if...I used those words a lot in my thoughts all night long, but as I watched the room lighten from the morning sun, I knew my marriage was over; this was revenge...on him and her; just maybe she'll understand how much she hurt me as they lead her away in cuffs...but then I doubted it, if you haven't gone through it yourself there is no way to understand the kind of grief a person experiences.
At eleven o'clock Friday morning I met with my private little swat team at our predetermined place around the back of the restaurant across the street. Jack was there with Dave Wyland, a sergeant in our local police force and a mutual friend we'd known for many years; with him was another officer who looked familiar but I didn't know by name and a rather husky female officer. Dave made the introductions and told me they had already spoken to the desk clerk. He would put them in room one-thirteen; Dave already had the key card to the room. We would give them about twenty minutes before making the bust. Dave had a complaint form already filled out ready for my signature.
About eleven-thirty a car drove in and a man went to the office, but from across the street I couldn't make a positive ID. He went back to his car and was evidently waiting; sure enough, "Here she comes," I said as I recognized Jean's car driving in. She parked next to the other car and waited for Irv. He got out of his car with a small suitcase and gave Jean a peck on the cheek before they disappeared behind the door of room number one-thirteen.
"Are you sure you want to do this?" asked Dave, "You can still back out."
"Yeah," said Jack, "If you do this there's no turning back, Dalton."
"I know," I said sadly, "I thought about it all night." I felt tears welling up again in my eyes but I was determined not to back down. I set my camera on auto-focus, "Let's get it over with," I said.
With that we all piled into two squads and pulled into the motel parking lot blocking in both of their cars. "POLICE, WE'RE COMING IN," yelled Dave as he pounded twice on the door with his fist. Almost instantly after that the other officer swiped the key card and they rushed in.
Jack and I waited until the rest were inside before entering. I saw Irv through the doorway as he jumped from the bed naked as the day he was born; it looked as if he had been straddling Jean's face, most likely getting a blow job.
"I know what this looks like but it's all consensual," he was screaming, "Honest; Jean tell them I didn't force you, this isn't rape, you've got to believe me," he was talking a mile a minute.
At the same time Jean was freaking out, screaming at Irv to tell her what was going on; that's when I walked in and saw her. She was lying on her back completely naked with her hands stretched over her head and cuffed to the headboard. She was wearing a black leather blindfold that kept her ignorant of what was happening. Her legs were spread apart and tied to the corners of the bed frame; there were clamps biting into her nipples and she had a vibrator strapped to her pussy.
"Irv, please; oh my God, what's going on, Please tell me," she was screaming in hysteria.
Irv was too busy trying to explain the situation to the cops to answer her; he was so caught up in his psychobabble he didn't even realize I was there until I started taking pictures. He saw the flash and turned in my direction looking as if he'd seen a ghost.
"Oh shit," he said finally starting to comprehend what was going on.
"What," pleaded Jean again, "Tell me what's happening, please," Jean was now bawling from fear.
"It's Dalton," he sadly informed her.
"NO!" she screamed, "no, no it can't be...oh God, no!"
By that time Dave and the other male cop moved Irv out of the way so the female officer could get to Jean. "Where are the keys to these?" she asked referring to the cuffs.
"There, on the table," replied Irv with a saddened nod of his head.
As soon as the cuffs were removed, Jean pulled off her blindfold with a look of absolute terror, "No; oh my God, no," she wept putting her hands to her face. She didn't even try to cover herself; I don't know if it was from shock or maybe she just figured it was already too late for that. The woman officer pulled up half a sheet and threw it over her.
"Irv Jackson, Jean Conrad, I'm placing you both under arrest for adultery," Dave told them.
"Arrest; adultery, wait a minute," Irv yelled, "You can't arrest us for adultery, that's not against the law!"
"I'm afraid it is, and we can, Mr. Jackson. Now put some clothes on," Dave told him bringing him to the pile of men's clothes on the floor.
While he was getting dressed the female cop went around the foot of the bed untying my wife. I saw Jean's hand moving under the sheet as she removed the nipple clamps and the vibrator herself.
"Dalton, listen man, I'm sorry, neither of us wanted to hurt you, man, but come-on, please stop this," wailed Irv now with his own tears streaking his face. "Please, think of my family...my kids..."
"You fucking asshole," I shouted as Jack grabbed me to keep me from getting within slugging range, "You sure as hell didn't think about my family, did you; what about my marriage; what about my kids, the ones who will never be born now; you mother fucker I hope they throw your ass in jail and throw away the key," I screamed.
I heard Jean's whimpering break into uncontrollable bawling as the pain I was in became very evident from my outburst. She didn't even try to beg, she already knew it was over. I did hear her repeating how sorry she was over and over between her sobs, but unfortunately it was too little too late...way too late.
Once Irv was dressed they cuffed him and we all went outside so the woman officer could help Jean get dressed. About ten minutes later the door opened and she led my wife out, also in cuffs.
Our eyes met briefly as they put her in the back of the squad; it was probably a toss-up as to whose face showed the most grief; we both knew it was the end of our dreams and our future together.
"Alright, the show's over," yelled Dave to the small crowd that had gathered, "Go on, everybody go mind you own business." He turned to me as the group of ghouls dispersed, "There's no need for you to come down to the station," he told me, "We already have your complaint."
I sadly nodded my head, "What happens now?" I asked him.
"They'll be processed and held in a cell until later tonight, then they'll be released on their own recognizance but that probably won't be until two or three in the morning. Once it's scheduled, everybody involved will be notified of the court date. I'm sure you'll hear from the D.A., but to tell you the truth, Dalton, I doubt they'll want to prosecute."
"Yeah," I said while trying to keep from choking up in front of everyone, "I figured that. You said she won't get out till two or three; that late, how will she get home?" Funny, with all the thought I gave to the arrest itself, I never thought past it.
"She'll have to call a cab," Dave said. "Normally I'd send a tow truck and impound the vehicles but that would just cost you, not her, so I'm just going to leave both cars here...unless, you'd like to follow us to the station in her car and leave it in our lot; I'm sure Jack would give you a ride back to your car."
"Can you go ahead and just impound his car then?" I asked.
"Yeah, we can do that."
We weren't in the best of neighborhoods and I really didn't want Jean coming back here at two in the morning so that's what we did; Once we were all back at the station Dave showed Jean where her car would be when she got out later that night; again we looked at one another as I walked over to Jack's car, I never saw such sad eyes in my entire life.
"Dave, I know I'm pushing my luck here, but can I ask you for one more favor?" I asked.
"Sure, Dalton," he countered.
"Can you make sure they aren't released at the same time, I don't want that asshole hitting her up for a ride home?"
"No problem, buddy, I'll make sure he doesn't get out till an hour or two after Jean."
"Thanks...oh, and I won't complain if he's put in a cell with a big black guy named Bubba who just loves to initiate white guys to the prison system," I said with a forced smile.
"I'll see what I can do," Dave said returning my smile.
On the way back to my car I pulled out my cell and made a call.
"Werthington Industries," announced the receptionist.
"Beverly Billings please," I responded.
"One moment please."
"Hello, this Beverly, may I help you?"
"Beverly, this is Dalton Conrad; I just thought I'd let you know that neither my wife nor Irv Jackson will be coming back to work today; they're both in jail."
"Jail," she said sounding alarmed, "what did they do?"
"You know damn well what they did, and have been doing; adultery is against the law in this state you know...oh, and I wanted to thank you, Beverly, if I ever have knowledge of your husband cheating on you, I'll be sure to keep it from you just like you did me," I said with as much contempt in my voice as I could muster.
"Dalton, I'm..."
I hung up on the bitch; as far as I was concerned, she was a part of my wife's betrayal...fuck her too.
Jack and I stopped for lunch but I wasn't very hungry. I managed about half a burger and a bottle of beer. Jack was a gentleman and never mentioned the bondage scene we had just witnessed, but it was sure playing over and over in my mind; I was totally shocked. Seven years of marriage and I had no idea she was into that kind of stuff.
Jack said I should just get shit-faced and go home with him. As tempting as that sounded I was not going to start feeling sorry for myself; once I started doing that I might never stop. I had a business to run...and a marriage to dissolve; there was just no time for self-pity.
I have no idea how many times I've walked into my house when it was empty, hundreds I would imagine, but that time it was different, it wasn't just empty, it was lonely. It was as if the house itself felt my grief; misery dripped from the walls, and sadness hung in the air like a stifling fog.
I waded through memories of laughter and good times on my way to the bedroom; by the time I got there my face was covered with streaks of salty remnants from the past.
I collapsed under the weight of my heavy heart and cried myself to sleep on the same bed that I had shared with the only woman I'd ever loved.
Continued...
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I tried to open my eyes but they were so caked with dried tears it was difficult to do. I rubbed away some of the crusty residue from my lids and blinked several times trying wash the dried film from my vision. I was still dressed but my body felt cold and clammy; I could feel the damp pillow case under my cheek as I tried to get my bearings. I looked at the clock beside the bed and saw it was four in the morning; I lay there, trying to remember what day it was, it...it was Saturday; that's when everything came flooding back to me and my eyes filled once again with the moisture of despair.
After several minutes I stumbled toward the washroom to rinse my face. As the cold water slowly brought me back to the living I started to recall more of the events from the day before. It was a little after five o'clock in the afternoon when I hit the mattress; shit, I thought, I just slept for eleven hours; I must have been completely drained emotionally and didn't even realize it.
I wondered if Jean made it home after being released from jail. She had nowhere else to go at that hour unless she stayed in a motel but I thought I'd made it clear that she should come home; after all, we had the terms of the divorce to discuss, no sense putting it off; if we can act like two civilized people through the weekend and get things hashed out then I can see my attorney on Monday.
I took a quick shower and threw on some casual clothes. I checked the spare bedroom to see if she was in there but it hadn't been disturbed. I got a little worried but not like I normally would; she was a free agent now, or at least would be soon, it was not my job to worry about her anymore.
I walked down stairs to start a pot of coffee. As soon as I hit the last stair and turned the corner I saw her lying on the couch. I walked up and looked down on her; I'd never seen her look so bad. Not just her eyes but her entire face was red and puffy; her make-up was badly streaked and had dried in such a way it gave her the look of a very sad clown; her normally soft, auburn hair seemed darker and was matted from tears she shed while laying down, probably in her cell.
My God how I wanted to put my arms around her, smother her with kisses and tell her everything would be okay; instead I steeled in my resolve and continued to the kitchen to make the coffee.
I sat at the head of the table where I could look through the doorway and see her. I think she was having bad dreams because every once in a while her arm would jerk violently or she'd let out with a small yell.
I was on my third cup and still hadn't had a coherent thought. I needed a distraction; I looked out the window and saw the earliest hint of dawn peaking in. There was a park with a pretty little lake only a few blocks away; I had been there many times but never at sunrise; I grabbed a camera and headed that way on foot, I just needed time to think.
It turned out to be an extremely productive morning. By the time the sun first crested I had already picked out the locations from which to shoot and got several scenic shots of the early morning sun dancing along the water and through the trees.
About the time I was getting ready to go back home I saw two soccer teams suiting up at the other end of the park. I spent the next hours getting some great actions shots. I gave my card to both coaches and told them if they contacted me I would send them a proof sheet of what I had; between the coaches wanting shots for the team and the individual players wanting shots for themselves, I had no doubt I would make several hundred dollars from the morning's effort.
I was headed out of the park when I saw Judy Anderson, she lived a couple streets away from us; I had heard she was pregnant but hadn't seen her to congratulate her. I guess my information was correct because she was walking behind a baby buggy.
"Judy," I called as I approached, "Congratulations on your gift from God," I said looking into the buggy.
"Hi Dalton, thank you so much," she said proudly.
"Is it a he or a she?"
"It's a he, Stephen Gregory," she answered, "he'll be three weeks tomorrow."
"He's absolutely beautiful," I said; of course seeing her with her newborn son only reminded me of what I had lost. Even before we were married I dreamed of Jean and I being proud parents, now it didn't look as if that was ever going to happen.
"Judy, the sun is still pretty low, great for portraits, would you like a couple shots of you and Stephen; on the house, no charge?"
"Oh, Dalton, would you?" she asked getting excited.
"Absolutely, why don't we go over to that tree, you sit at the base of it with him in your arms; is that okay?"
"Anything you say, you're the photographer," she said with even more enthusiasm.
I picked a nice grassy spot where the sun would shine on her back, highlighting her blond hair and the outer edges of her body. I added just enough flash to even out any harsh shadows and took one of the nicest shots I'd taken in a long time. I got off only two exposures though before little Stephen started to fidget.
"He's probably hungry," his mother said. "I guess we'll have to go home, I'd be too embarrassed to feed him here," she said with a smile.
"Huh, why would you be embarrassed?" I asked not thinking.
"Well I breast feed," she said a little shyly.
"Oh hell, Judy, there's no one around except for those guys," I motioned at the soccer players, "and they're too far away to see anything; just throw a diaper over you, that's all; I'll take off and give you some privacy," I told her.
"Ah, before you go...I...ah, well..."
It was very obvious she was wanted to say something but was either too shy or scared to say it. "Yes," I said drawing out the word and trying to joke a little.
"Well, you know what I've always liked?" I shook my head no, "Those pictures of mothers nursing their babies," she finally said.
"You want a shot nursing little Stephen?" I asked trying not to show my own embarrassment. Judy was younger than Jean and I; maybe twenty-three or twenty-four. She and her husband were practically newlyweds when bought their house a couple years ago. She was stone-cold gorgeous and I was trying to keep from getting a hard-on from just thinking about getting a look at her breasts.
She looked up at me bashfully, "Would you mind?"
"No, not at all; I'll turn my back until you get ready." I heard her moving around a little.
"Okay, I'm ready," she said.
I tuned around to find Stephen in his mother's arms sucking away. The problem was she had on a big, heavy white nursing bra that killed the mood of the shot. I took a couple of exposures but knew it wasn't what she really wanted.
I just came out and said it, "Judy, your bra is ruining the shot. I know the kind of picture you're looking for, and to be honest, that nursing bra isn't working.
She looked down at it, "Yeah, I see what you mean," she suddenly looked up at me with a shocked face. "You want me to take it off?" she asked sounding surprised.
I just gave a little shrug with my shoulders, "I'm not trying to be a pervert but if you want a natural looking shot the bra has to go," I told her.
She hesitated but only for a few seconds, "Here," she said offering the baby to me, "Could you hold Stephen while I take it off?"
I'll tell you what; if someone would have told me when I left the house, that I'd be holding a baby while his good-looking mother was taking her bra off for me, I would have laughed in their face, but there I was, holding this precious little person in my arms while silently praying I would have one of my own someday.
When she was ready I gave the child back to his mother; she pulled him to her breast where the little tyke vigorously started to feed; in the meantime, a warm, yellow glow from the morning sun shown like a halo on the angelic couple. The light penetrating the thin material of her blouse was just enough to accentuate the focal point of the shot...namely, the newborn baby nursing on the soft, round breast containing his mother's milk.
I couldn't help but feel a sense of wonderment as I looked through the view finder at nature's most amazing gift...the gift of life. As I told Judy after the shots, I'd been a professional photographer for twenty years; I'd taken thousands of photographs, but never had I taken one as beautiful as that.
I asked if she thought her husband would mind if I gave them a framed sixteen-twenty that they could hang; she had tears of joy in her eyes as she thanked me graciously and told me she and her husband would be honored with such a gift.
On the way back to my house I was absorbed with what I had just witnessed; will I ever be blessed like that, I wondered; will I ever feel the elation of holding my own child? A cold chill came over me as feared to answer.
When I got back to the house I saw Jean through the patio doors, she turned when she heard me walk in; I could see she had showered but had on no make-up; her face was still a trifle puffy but she looked a little more like my wife than she did earlier. "Hello, Dalton," she said almost breaking down already as she spoke. "I...I drank the rest of the coffee, I'll have more for you in just a couple minutes. Have you had breakfast?" she asked with a voice that was barely audible.
"No, why don't you make us some eggs, then we have to talk," I said walking through the kitchen on the way to my office. I took a few minutes to look through all the shots I'd just taken and arranged them for editing later. Jean was just setting the table when I returned; her whole body was literally trembling.
Except for a few sobs from Jean, breakfast was a pretty quiet affair. When we were done I put the dishes in the washer, poured us more coffee and sat back down.
"Dalton," she started just scarcely being able to talk, "I know..." she started to cry, "oh my God, I'm so very sorry," she blubbered looking down and not being able to look me in the eye, "I'm so, so sorry; please...please tell me, honey, I beg your forgiveness, please; I don't want to lose you; it was stupid, I'm so sorry," she said just before completely breaking down.
As badly as my heart had been broken, there was still a piece of it that beat just for her; I got up and brought her a box of tissues then stood beside her for a moment; the loving husband in me wanted to hold her, comfort her; but the wounded husband in me, the one bearing so much pain just wouldn't let me; without saying a word I walked back to me seat and watched while she tried to gain some control.
She knew from my reaction to her plea; she was drying her eyes, "It's not going to happen, is it, there's no chance for us is there?" she asked still looking down.
"I'm afraid not, Jean; I'm sorry; when I first saw you and Irv together I thought I was going to die; I had never been so devastated by anything in my life; I won't say I don't still love you because I do, but it's a crippled love, it can no longer function; I could never make love to the person who has hurt me as deeply as you have."
Still wiping her tears she just nodded her head accepting what she'd already known; the man she loved so entirely wanted out of her life and her out of his.
"I knew when you had us arrested that you were telling me then already that it was over; I was so scared, I didn't even understand what we were being arrested for at first, but when that police woman informed me of my rights and told me what the charges were I knew I had lost the man I love," she whimpered.
I was having a pretty hard time of my own. I had to ask the question but I wasn't sure I wanted to hear the answer. "Why, Jean; damn it we've been so fucking happy together, we were so right for each other, why would you do this to us; what did I do to deserve this?" I said unsuccessfully fighting back tears again.
"Oh God, Dalton, you didn't do anything to deserve this, absolutely nothing, darling; this was stupidity on my part, it's as simple as that," she said emphatically." You saw me in that motel room; he had me tied up; it was all about the bondage thing, I was curious, that's all, curious and to damn embarrassed to talk to you about it."
"I don't get it; you were too embarrassed to talk to me but not Irv Peterson; damn it, why would you feel more comfortable talking to him over your own husband, it doesn't make sense? Did he talk you into it?" I'm sure by this time Jean could see the anger building in my face.
"No, he didn't talk me into it...not exactly, but he was already into that kind of thing," she said then changed her mind, "well...not into it exactly, but he fantasized about it; I..." she seemed frustrated by not being able to explain herself, she was fidgeting with a tissue, "Do you remember when Irv and I went to that lighting convention down town?"
"Geez, that was almost a year ago, you guys have doing this since then?" I asked clinching my fist.
She was shaking her head, "No, no...not really..."
I jumped up from the table in anger, "What do you mean, 'not really,' Jean, c'mon, either it did or it didn't?"
She flinched from my outburst, "We had a conversation, that's all, we talked about it but we didn't do anything for several months," she quickly inserted.
"Irv left me by myself in our booth on the convention floor for a while; I wasn't sure where he was and I had left my phone in the room that he rented as a home base. I was talking to a guy who I thought was a potential client, a big one, but he was asking questions I couldn't answer. I finally asked if he had a couple minutes to wait so I could go up the room and see if Irv was there. When I got into the room Irv was nowhere to be found but his laptop was on the table, so I figured I could get the answers to the guy's questions myself." I finally sat back down in my chair and tried to get ahold of myself as I listened.
"The laptop was in stand-by mode and when I opened it this bondage website popped up. I was stunned at first but when I looked at all the pictures of those women tied up...but then, I don't know, something happened; I'm ashamed to admit it but I got so horny I couldn't believe it; I started clicking on the thumbnails to make the pictures bigger; some of the girls were fully dressed but others were completely naked; they were tied up in all kinds of different poses, a few had pictures of the rope going between the girl's legs, literally right through her pussy, I was just seconds away from starting to rub myself when Irv walked in; his face turned bright red when he realized what I was looking at; I would guess my face was probably just as red." She stopped again when she felt herself losing it; she wiped some new tears away and continued.
"Anyway, I tried to lighten the mood a little; I jokingly asked him if that's what he and Marge did when the kids were asleep? After stammering all over the place he said it was just one of his fantasies but Marge knew nothing about it. I guess I looked a little surprised cause then he said, 'I might as well tell you, I'm just a pervert at heart,' then he chuckled. I let it drop and told him about the guy waiting in our booth. When I came home that night I wanted so bad to talk to you about maybe trying a little bondage but I was so embarrassed I couldn't bring myself to do it. I remembered what Irv said about being a pervert and I didn't want you to think badly of me, so I just tried to forget about it for a while." Her hand was shaking as she took another sip of coffee.
"The problem was, my interest was piqued; I started looking at some bondage sites myself and every time I did my panties would get soaked. I tried to figure out ways I could drop little hints for you, I even thought about leaving my computer like Irv did his, but you would have no reason to look at my computer unless I asked you to and then it would be too obvious; I must have tried to bring up the subject a dozen times but chickened out every time." Jean took another tissue and blew her nose; she was still having a tough time of it.
"Then one day we were in Irv's office working on some purchase orders and I asked him if he'd ever done any bondage; he told me once, when he was in college; he had gone with a girl for a couple of months who was into it. He said he loved it, but then she dumped him for another guy and he met Marge who was pretty straight laced so he just kept it as a fantasy all these years but that was it. He asked me if you and I did anything like that and I told him no; I said I'd never even thought about any kind of bondage until I saw it on his computer. We talked a little more and he got me to admit I wouldn't mind trying it, just once. He asked me if I discussed it with you; I said no, I was just too embarrassed. He said he had the same problem, 'hell, if I told Marge that I wanted to tie her up she'd probably hit me over the head with a frying pan,' he said with a laugh." She took another sip of coffee and seemed to be calming down a little as she went on.
"That's when Irv came up with his brilliant idea; he said since we were both interested in experimenting, and we were both too shy to talk about it with our spouses, why not try it together. At first I said absolutely not, that would be cheating but he assured me we'd both keep out clothes on. It'd be fun, he said, he'd simply tie me up, at the worst maybe he'd feel my breasts through my blouse just to give me that helpless feeling while giving him the feeling of power at the same time. I again told him no way but he kept after me; finally, after a few weeks of saying no, I gave in and told him okay, but only if we both kept our clothes on." Jean stood up to get another cup of coffee; she held up the pot asking me if I wanted more with a silent gesture. She poured me a cup then went back to telling her story.
"For a long time that's all we did; I kept my clothes on and Irv would tie me up in different positions; sometimes he'd feel my leg or my breast, maybe my ass but we didn't do anything more than that. Then he said he couldn't really tie me the way he wanted with all my clothes and asked me to strip down to my panties and bra. I was so nervous, I knew it was wrong but I got so damned hot whenever he tied me up I thought it would be even hotter if I was half naked. We did it like that for a couple months but Irv was getting a little more aggressive each time. About a month ago he had me hog tied on the bed. He had me blindfolded, and for the first time, had me gagged too. I was completely helpless. That's when Irv reached around and unhooked my bra; he pulled down my arms and completely exposed my breasts; I tried screaming at him to stop but he kept going. Next he pulled my panties down and started fingering me. I was livid, but God help me, at the same time I was more turned on than I'd ever been in my life."
"I'm so sorry," she whimpered wiping her eyes again, "I knew right then we had gone too far and I should stop it but I just couldn't; I made him promise never to force himself inside of me, but even then I wondered what it would be like to be tied up and raped. Last week, when we were done, we talked about a compromise; he would tie me up and force me to give him a blow job; yesterday, he was just telling me to open my mouth when you guys came in; his cock never even touched my lips."
She looked me in the eye for the first time all morning, "I don't suppose that means anything?" she asked, "The fact that he never did penetrate me; we never fucked, Dalton, never," she said hopefully.
I wished I could give her the answer she was looking for, but unfortunately there was no way. I had to look away as I cleared the escaping tear from my cheek; it was hard to talk, hard to get the words out.
"But from what you've told me, Jean, it would have happened. I mean you started out fully clothed, and what, within four or five months you had progressed to giving him a blow job. You said he'd force you but you know that's a lie; you were play acting, you were going to blow him willingly, fucking him would have been next, Jean; it was just a matter of time, you know it and I know it."



She opened her mouth to say something; I assume she was about to assure me that wouldn't have happened but I wasn't buying it. I shook my head and held up my hand simultaneously, "Jean, it doesn't make any difference anyway; I can't forgive what you've done. I know you didn't mean for me to find out, but I did, and the truth is, I've never been so hurt in my entire life. Every time I tried to hold you in my arms or kiss you it would bring back the pain; I'm sorry, babe, but there is just no future left for us."
Once again she broke down and started sobbing; it was tearing my heart out; I had to get out of there. I went upstairs and lay down on the bed; I stared at the ceiling while a few tears trickled down the sides of my face. Imagining my future without Jean was something I never thought I would have to do and it wasn't much fun. I guess I must have lay there fifteen or twenty minute before Jean walked in.
"I'll pack some things and go stay with my folks," she said despondently. "I'm so sorry for what I've, Dalton; I love you with all my heart, please believe that."
I didn't respond at first; in my mind I asked myself how could that be; how could someone hurt the person they love so badly? I took a deep sigh, "I still don't see how you could talk to someone like Irv about sex and not me, your own husband; how can you love me with all your heart as you claim and betray me like that, it just doesn't make sense to me Jean; I'm supposed to be your sex partner, not him."
"It...it was just something I wanted to try; I wasn't even sure I would like it and I just couldn't take the chance...not until I was sure anyway. I thought I'd try it just a little bit and if I liked it, then I'd tell you and see if you'd be open to trying it. The problem was I did like it, but I still couldn't bring myself to talk to you; we had never talked about doing anything like that and I was just so afraid you would think badly of me; it was easier to just keep doing it with Irv; there was no risk that way...at least I didn't think there was. I kept thinking, one of these days I'd muster the courage to tell you about my fantasy, then I would cut it off with Irv..." She started crying again. "Oh my darling, I'm so sorry."
I helped put her bags and a few other items in her car for her; we looked at one another one last time before she pulled out; we both knew it was real, it was truly the end; she said she was sorry one more time, then I watched as she drove away dragging our dreams behind her.
I felt numb as I walked back inside; I looked around my empty house and fell to my knees bawling like an infant. It must have taken me half an hour or better to cry myself out; it took every ounce of strength I had left, but I finally stood up and made my way to the shower. I hoped it would wash some of my misery away but no such luck. I was just getting dressed when Jack called.
"How are you doing, buddy; is Jean there?"
"No, she left a little while ago for her folks place; she's going to stay with them," I replied.
I heard him sigh with sadness, "Look, I've got some streaks I'm going grill in the back yard a little later; why don't you come over and help us eat one of them?"
"I appreciate the offer, Jack, but I'm really not in the mood to socialize at the moment," I told him.
"Dalton, you're going to be looking at some tough times ahead, man; don't block out your friends, that's the worst thing you could do right now; you're going to need all the support you can get, old buddy; believe me. Look, come on over for dinner... a nice big juicy streak, baked potato with sour cream and my salad supreme; you want to talk, we're here to listen; you don't want to talk, that's fine too. What do you say?"
He made a good argument and that steak sounded awfully good, "Alright," I relinquished, "I'll be over in a little while. Oh," I remembered before hanging up, "Is the paper going to run the story?"
"Yeah, it'll be in tomorrow's edition; they're placing it on the front page of the local news section. They even ran the pic you took of Dave putting Irv in the squad. I had them leave off the by-line though; I didn't really think you'd want it."
"Yeah, you're right about that, I appreciate it pal; I should call Jean and warn her," I said.
"Warn her...why?" said Jack, "Shit, let her find out by herself."
I sat a minute thinking over what Jack said. He was probably right, I certainly didn't owe her anything; the problem was, up until a few days ago she was my world.
"Yeah, I know you're right, Jack; that's what I should do but I can't help feel a little sorry for her; did you see her face when that female cop brought her out of the room in cuffs, God Jack, she was absolutely terrified. As pissed and hurt as I am, I can't just turn off my feelings; I want to punish her but I don't want to destroy her."
"You do what you think is right, Dalton."
That's what I did; her dad was just helping to bring her things into the house when she picked up. "Hello...Dalton?" she answered tentatively.
"Hi, ah...listen, I have to warn you; I just talked to Jack, there's going to be an article about your arrest in Sunday's paper."
I heard her gasp, "Oh my God, Dalton, you didn't?" Her voice saddened again, "I guess I should have guessed that when I saw Jack there; okay, thanks for letting me know," she said starting to weep. "I can't even imagine how deeply I hurt you for you to strike back at me like this, I don't blame you, I know I deserve it; I'm just so sorry my love; I pray that someday you can forgive me."
That was the last thing she said but I heard her crying again before disconnecting. I was glad she was staying with her parents; at that point I wasn't sure who was hurting the worst, her or me. I guess it didn't make any difference, it wasn't a contest, neither of us would ever be the same after this.
For a while I was able to forget my troubles and had a pleasant evening at Jack's house. His wife, Lynette, is the salt of the earth and his two kids kept me busy playing cops and robbers; of course I was always the robber, three times I got shot and fell to the ground. It felt good being distracted; all I'd thought of for the last four days was Jean's infidelity, the night was a welcome reprieve.
It was a little after ten when I got home. Between getting up at four in the morning, the emotional stress of dealing with Jean, and running around Jack's yard, hiding from his squad of young detectives, I was exhausted. I dragged myself upstairs, got undressed and was asleep before my head hit the pillow.
The next morning, when I woke up I was facing Jean's side of the bed. My arm was stretched out and I figured I must have been looking for her in my sleep. I wondered if I'd ever get used to that side of the bed being empty.
I started a pot of coffee then ran back upstairs for a shower and to get dressed; by the time I was done the Sunday paper was sitting on my porch; I picked it up, grabbed a cup of morning brew and sat down to see how badly Jack had crucified my wife; I sipped some nectar to steady my nerves then pulled the local section from the paper...there it was, right at the top of the front page; Mr. Magoo couldn't miss it, and right next to the story was a nice clear shot of Irv getting into the back of the squad car; I had to laugh, it was so nice of him to look directly at me as I snapped off the shot.
Couple arrested for adultery
By Jack Northrupe: staff reporter
Arlington Hills: Acting on an anonymous tip, Arlington Hills police arrested Irving Peterson, of Burlington Heights, Friday on charges of alleged adultery. Also arrested was Jean Conrad of Arlington Hills.
"Most people don't even know the law exist," said Sargent David Wyland of the Arlington Hills police department, "Unfortunately for these two, ignorance is no excuse for breaking the law."
The couple was taken to the Arlington Hills police department for arraignment. Illinois is one of twenty-three states where adultery is a crime. The offense is a class 'A' misdemeanor and carries a maximum penalty of $2500 in fines and up to one year in jail. Currently the Attorney General's office has no comment on the charges, and is unclear at this time, whether they intend to prosecute.
Well, it certainly wasn't as bad as it could have been; he didn't mention the bondage aspect at all, thank God. I didn't mind exposing Irv for the pervert he was but I didn't want to hurt Jean any more than I had.
I made some breakfast then went into my office to work on Judy's sixteen-twenty print. The shot was so perfect I didn't have to do anything in Photoshop except darken the edges a little to give it a more dramatic appearance. After that I knocked around the house some, washed the car, mowed the lawn...this bachelor crap was for the birds, I was lonely.
I thought Monday would never come but it finally did. Thank God I had a big photo shoot that kept me busy almost all day; I was packing up my gear about four o'clock when my cell rang. I answered it in my standard business tone.
"Dalton Conrad," I announced.
"Mr. Conrad, this is Belinda Hastings, I work with you wife, I was the woman who told you about the motel," she said.
I wasn't sure if I wanted to talk to her or not. "Yes, Ms. Hastings, how can I help you?"
"I was wondering if we could meet for a drink?" she said, "I thought I'd bring you up to date on what happened here today."
"I don't think that's a good idea," I countered.
"Mr. Conrad, I'm not trying to pick you up or anything like that, Irv Peterson was fired today and I just thought you should know...just in case he tries coming after you or something."
Now, this was different, of course I wanted to hear about Irv getting fired. "Okay, when and where?" I asked.
"Ah, well I'm just about to leave here; could you meet me at the Dew-Drop-Inn on Mannheim and Touhy in about half an hour?"
"I'll be there," I responded.
She was sitting in a booth along the wall when I walked in. I hadn't notice that day in the office but she was a good looking woman; maybe a little older than Jean and me but very well put together. She smiled when I sat down and motioned for the barmaid.
I looked up at the girl as she came to the booth and ordered a lite beer before looking back at my unsolicited office spy. "Now, Ms. Hastings, you said Irv was fired?"
"Please, call me Bel, that's what everyone else does."
I nodded my head in approval and she continued.
"Yeah, we had quite a bit of excitement in our little work place today; it started out with Beverly first thing this morning; she went into your wife's office and wanted to make sure she saw the news article about her getting arrested. She had a clipping and set it down on Jean's desk in front of her. I heard Bev say you blamed her for not telling you about the affair; she was pissed at Jean and told her they were no longer friends."
I took a swig of my beer as I listened.
"Jean went into the washroom after Bev left her office; I think she went in there for a good cry. Everyone in the office knew about the article so nobody disturbed her while she was in there. She had only been back for a few minutes when Irv came busting in; he didn't even bother closing the door, he just started screaming about how her and you... he called you her asshole husband, ruined his life."
I detected a small smile on her face as she took of sip of her white wine before continuing.
"You should have heard the pile of crap Irv told his wife that night when he got home," she said with a chuckle. "By the way, who gave him the black eye, was that you?" she asked.
"Not me, although I wish it was; it must have happened in jail because he was mark free when they put him in the squad, I've got the pictures to prove it," I remarked.
"Did you take that picture of him getting in the squad car?"
I nodded my head while taking another swallow of beer.
"So you were there while all of it was happing? Damn, I don't think I could have done that, it had to be excruciating. I guess the fact that it was your picture they printed was at least a small bit of revenge, it'll probably hurt him more than a punch in the eye would have," she said.
I thought back to the moment I snapped that shot, I remembered hoping it would ruin his life; with a little luck maybe it'll succeed.
Bel continued, "Anyway, when he got home he told his wife he was car-jacked, I guess that was supposed to explain the eye; he said the car was used in a hold-up; someone called in the license number and the cops hauled him into the station for questioning."
"Gad," I said, "He must have thought all that up when he was in jail."
"Yeah, most likely; anyway, he told her while he was there they found the car abandoned and impounded it."
I was shaking my head, "it almost sounds believable, doesn't it," I said.
"Yup, and she did believe him," Bel started to chuckle again, "until she saw the picture and read about his arrest in the paper on Sunday, I guess the shit really hit the fan and she tossed him out on his ear."
"It couldn't happen to a nicer guy as far as I'm concerned," I said.
"I agree with you," she snickered, "The thing is, he was yelling so loud Mr. Jacobson came down the hall to see what was going on; you've probably met him, he's in charge of outside and inside sales. He told Irv to quiet down and get into his office; the next I knew Irv was walking out with a box full of his personal things. I don't think it was so much the newspaper article as it was his attitude; I heard them arguing and I think Mr. Jacobson just had enough of him."
"What about Jean, did she get fired too?"
"No, not as far as I know," she replied taking another sip of wine. "But before Irv left he told her he was going to get you. She told him you were a pretty tough guy and he'd do better to stay away from you, but I don't know if he believed her or not, so I thought I'd warn you; you know, to be on the lookout just in case."
"Well I appreciate that, Bel, thank you. I'm not really worried about Irv though, I hope he does try something, I'd love a chance to go for the other eye," I sneered.
"Yeah, as long as he doesn't come at you from behind with baseball bat or something," she replied.
At first I didn't think it was a good idea even to meet with the woman but I was beginning to like her. I glanced at her hand and saw no rings so maybe she didn't have to get home right away; I really hated eating alone in my kitchen and wondered if she'd have dinner with me.
"Ah, maybe I should have a bodyguard," I said with a smile, "Would you like the job for the next hour or so; if you watch my back I'll buy dinner."
She took a few seconds to think it over before responding. "That's probably not a good idea," she said disappointing me, "I hold no animosity toward Jean; she made some poor choices...really poor choices and I don't know why because basically I think she's a nice person; at least I always got along with her. Besides that I'm seeing someone; it's serious and I don't want to give anyone ideas."
I told her I understood but I really wasn't trying to start anything romantic, I was just hoping for some company.
She stared at me for another moment, "Promise not to cry in your beer all night?" she asked with a small grin.
"We'll go to a restaurant that doesn't even serve beer," I responded widening her grin a little more.
We really had a pleasant time. I told her about some of my exploits during my newspaper days; she especially liked my story about swapping dirty jokes with the President. I also learned a lot about her; she knew what I was going through because she went through it with her ex-husband five years prior. In her case almost all of her neighbors knew of her husband's affair and never said anything to her. She always wondered if she could have stopped it and possibly saved her marriage if someone would have clued her in. I told her that was exactly why I was pissed at Beverly; yes she was more Jean's friend than mine, but she claimed to be my friend as well.
When I took Bel back to her car she extended her hand to shake when saying goodbye, I didn't even get a peck on the cheek; that was alright though, the last thing I was looking for was another relationship right now; it would be a long time before I was ready for that.
It was still early, I really hated to go home, I saw Jean in every room; I didn't know what to do with myself until I drove by a theatre advertising the latest James Bond flick on the marque; no one makes you feel so good to be a man like Bond.
The rest of the week was just as lonely as it was in the beginning. On Thursday and Friday nights I went down to Plato's Place for a couple drinks and shot some pool in the back room. I hadn't done that in many years and it showed in my game; I lost a little more than fifty bucks over the two nights. I had been putting off seeing the lawyer, why I don't know, divorce was inevitable; it was just so damn hard to go through with it.
I decided putting it off was stupid; I would call my attorney first thing Monday morning and get the ball rolling. Again I didn't want Jean blindsided so sometime during the weekend I'd have to call and let her know. I wasn't sure which was going to be harder to do, the actual act of ending my marriage or telling Jean of my intentions; I guessed I'd find out.
First, however, I had something else I had to; Saturday morning I was actually in a decent mood for the first time in a while. On Friday I had stopped by the framer's and picked up my shot of Judy. Every once in a while, one of my corporate clients wants a big shot of their plant or corporate headquarters to hang in the lobby, so I found this guy who does picture framing in his basement at half the cost of the shops. He had done a wonderful job on Judy's portrait; I wished I had a studio so I could hang it up on the wall. After leaving his place I stopped at the drug store for some wrapping paper and a card.
I didn't have their phone number and couldn't even remember their last name at the moment so I just took a chance and drove over. I saw both cars in their drive so I took my present up the door and rung the bell; I was still a little nervous about the husband, you just never know how someone will react sometimes.
As it was, I had nothing to worry about. His name was Carl and he actually got tears in his eyes when Judy unwrapped her present and he saw what it was. You'd think I had given them a million dollars; neither of them could stop thanking me. They invited me to stay for coffee, and not being one for ever turning down nectar from the God's, I accepted.
Obviously I didn't know them very well, I think Jean knew them better than I did, but they were really nice people. It turned out Carl was from quite an artistic family; his father was a fairly well known watercolor artist, his sister ran an art gallery down town, and he worked as a graphic artist. Judy was also talented at hand making jewelry.
We had a lot to talk about, and before I knew it, the morning was gone. As I left to go back home I had no doubt we would become friends.
During the week I had also received forty-two orders for eight-by-tens from the two soccer teams I shot the Saturday before, so after making some lunch, I spent the rest of the afternoon making the prints; at seven-fifty a shot it was well worth my time.
I had just finished that when I got a call from Jack inviting me over for Sunday dinner again; this was turning into a full weekend; of course, the whole time I knew I still had to make a call I didn't want to make; I waited until later that night.
"Hello," I recognized the voice as Jean's mother.
"Hello mom, is Jean there?"
"Oh Dalton, I'm so glad you called, I've never seen Jean so depressed, can she come home?"



"No, no, that's not why I'm calling," I hurriedly told her, "I'm afraid that's not going to happen." There was a brief silence on the other end.
"Please, Dalton; you have to forgive her...please, I don't know what she'll do if you don't. She told us everything; she made a mistake, honey, she'll never do it again, I know she won't."
I knew this was going to be a hard call but I wasn't counting on her mother to make it even harder.
"Mom, I'm sorry, I really am; I'm not trying to be a hard-ass here but I just don't see how we could ever make it work after this; I still love her with all my heart, but every time I see her now all I feel is pain; I don't know if that will ever go away," I said sadly.
She said nothing for almost a minute and I could swear I heard her crying, this was so hard on everyone.
"Jean is upstairs, honey, she left her phone down here; when I saw it was you...well, I was hoping..." She didn't finish her sentence, "I'll go get her," she said.
"Hello," there was the voice I lived to hear for so many years.
"Hi, Jean, how are you?" I said with my heart in my throat. I could hear her struggling on the other end, I knew she was aware of what was coming and it was all she could do to stand there waiting for the curtain to fall.
"Ar...are you," she whimpered slightly before taking a breath, "Are you calling with bad news?"
"I'm afraid so, Jean; I'm sorry, I love you so much and I always will, but there's just no way we're going to be able to work this out," I told her regrettably, "Every time I saw you it would remind me of the pain, I couldn't live like that, Jean; I just couldn't. Monday I'm going to file, I think it's best we get this over with and get on with our lives."
She had tried to prepare herself for this, I could tell. "Okay," she said in a voice so weak I barely heard her; "I won't fight it, honey, I'm not even getting a lawyer, whatever you feel is fair is fine. Dalton, I love you too, my darling; I will never forgive myself for what I've done to you but I pray that someday you will," she disconnected without another word.
She didn't sound good, I was genuinely worried; she was really taking it hard. I called the house phone to tell her parents to keep an eye on her. This time her dad answered. I told him about our conversation; he said her mother was upstairs with her and he promised to keep a close watch over her; then he expressed his sorrow as well. He said he understood my decision; under the same circumstances he said he'd do the same thing, but that didn't help the torment everyone was feeling. I agreed.
Monday morning I called my attorney for an appointment but between his schedule and mine I couldn't get in to see him until Wednesday.
Jean kept her word; her dad told me she signed the divorce papers without even reading them first. Since there was no way she could keep up with the house payments, I bought her half; Jean took the money and would move into an apartment when she was ready. Even though I made almost ten times the money she did Jean refused any maintenance the judge wanted to give her.
From that point, all we had to do was wait six months for the final decree; things went along pretty uneventfully for the next three months, then my phone rang...
Continued...
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Chapter 3
I didn't recognize the number so I answered it in my official business voice.
"Dalton Conrad," I announced.
"Hi, Dalton, this is Judy Anderson, how are you?" she asked in a pleasant tone.
I felt a little guilty hearing her voice; I had really intended to ask them over for a back yard cookout or something but never got around to it.
"Hi, Judy, I'm fine, how about you and Carl and little Stephen?"
"Everyone is doing good," she answered, "Listen, Carl's sister was over last month; she's the one who has the gallery on State Street, Tracy's her name..."
"Yeah, you mentioned her that day when I dropped off the print; did you ever really hang it up?" I asked not meaning to interrupt her.
"We sure did, it's right on the back wall of our living room, we just love it," she said.
I was a little surprised; I remembered her as being kind of shy in the park, and although there was absolutely nothing dirty or erotic about the shot, it did show almost her entire left breast as well as a portion of her right. I really thought they would hang it up in their bedroom or maybe the baby's room.
"That's actually why I'm calling," said Judy, "when Tracy saw it she went bonkers, she said she loves the way you captured the innocence of the scene; in fact she suggested we name it, 'Essence Of Innocence.'"
"Wow," I said, "I like that."
"Yeah, we do too, Carl is going to get a little brass plaque with that engraved on it and tack it to the wall under the picture; but there's something else I wanted to ask you; Tracy just called and wanted to know if she could display it in her gallery for a while; she'd give you credit of course; I know you don't normally do that kind of photography so I said I'd have to check and see if you had any objections before I said okay."
"Judy, the photo is yours. It's a present, you can do whatever you wish with it, but to answer your question...no, I have no objections at all, in fact I'm honored," I told her.
"Oh, Dalton, thank you, I was hoping you'd say that. We have received so many compliments on that picture I can't even begin to tell you; Carl and I really want to thank you again, we will cherish it forever," she said with an excitement in her voice.
Up until that call, my days and nights had just run together in one solemn hour after another. What's that adage, 'There's no joy in Mudville?' Well, there was sure no joy in Conrad-ville either, not since I split with my wife ...except for that call. As an industrial photographer I don't get much praise, only money; it was really nice to hear from someone who appreciated my work like that.
Another month passed and things really weren't getting any easier, in fact if anything, things were getting harder. The more routine coming home to an empty house became, the more I hated it. I thought maybe once it was over, once I could start fresh, I might feel better; right now it was a waiting game, it seemed like my whole life was in limbo, but the closer it came to the end of my marriage the more I found myself sitting at the bar in Plato's Place at the end of the day. I've had several friends tell me it's just going to take time; I suppose they're right, but what to do in the meantime?
It was at that bar in Plato's Place that I had a little excitement; short-lived as it was, it broke up the monotony. I had been there about an hour talking to Pete, my favorite bartender, when a guy neither of us had seen before, came in and sat down a couple stools away. He seemed like the sociable type so we struck up some friendly banter until nature called. As we all know, you don't buy beer you just rent it; I excused myself to my new buddy and wandered to the little room where all men hang out now and then. On my way back I noticed Pete talking to Big John, he's the bouncer and was just coming in for his regular night shift. The two looked like they were in the middle of an important conversation when John caught my eye and motioned for me to join them.
"Hi, John," I greeted him, "what's up?" From the look on their faces something was going on.
"That guy at the bar," Pete said motioning with his head toward my new best buddy.
"Yeah," I said wondering what this was all about.
"When I turned my back and went to the other end of the bar he slipped something in you drink," Pete told me.
"What; are you sure?"
"Yeah, I saw him in the mirror," said Pete nodding to one of the two mirrors in the corner of the ceiling. From those mirrors the bartender could see anything going on in the bar.
"I never saw that guy before in my life, why would he spike my drink?" I asked rhetorically.
"That's the sixty-four dollar question," whispered Big John, "Pete and I were just discussing the best way to handle this; we can call the cops, or take him in the men's room and find out ourselves." He looked at me like he wanted me to tell him what to do...so I did.
"I'd like to find out what's going on gentlemen, I vote for a little men's room persuasion."
"Then let's do it," said Pete.
The stranger had just glanced over his shoulder in our direction as we all started walking toward him. He tried to make a run for it but Big John was on him before the guy got three steps from his stool. We dragged him into the washroom to, 'talk.' At first he denied drugging my drink, then Big John cracked his knuckles and the guy started singing like a canary.
It seemed the drug was phenobarbital; when taken with alcohol a person tends to get dizzy and sleepy making the person look very much like he's had too much to drink. My new chum was supposed to watch me and I when I started to exhibit those effects he was going to waltz me out to my car where my old friend Irv Peterson was waiting; it seemed Irv was bent on that revenge he promised. Between the two of them I would have been toast.
"What do you want to do, Dalton, call the cops?" Pete asked me.
I sighed, "The problem with that is Peterson will just deny it, it's his word against this guy's, nothing will happen and I'll have to keep looking over my shoulder. Nah, I want to end this right here and now," I declared.
None of us knew, or course, if the guy we caught was an asshole buddy of Peterson's or just some guy he hired, but the general consensus was that nobody trusted him, so Big john cuffed him to one of the stalls. We'd hand him over to the cops along with Peterson if everything went right. It was decided I would go stumbling out in the parking lot by myself and hope that Peterson would still have the balls to try something.
I made it look as real as I could; I stopped and leaned against the door frame on my way out, then stopped and leaned on the fender of a few cars on the way to mine. I saw neither hide nor hair of Peterson and thought he lost his nerve but continued my little charade when I got to my car by fumbling with my key in the door lock.
Finally I saw the reflection of someone approaching in the side window of my car and turned around while still keeping in character. When I did he stopped about five feet from me; he was standing there holding a knife; not a very big knife, it was a pocket knife with about a four inch blade, but still a knife. I saw the doubt in his face whither as he watched my eyes droop and my body weaving; a big grin stretched across his face as he took his next step, which put him with-in range. I swiftly advanced with my left foot then kicked with my right, catching him in the shin as hard as I could.
His reaction was typical, the knife dropped as he reached for his leg with both hands bowing down in a forward roll as he hit the pavement. I knelt down putting my knee in his chest and gave him four short right hands to the face. He was already pretty much down for the count, but damn it, this was the guy who ruined my life. I stood and hauled him back up to his feet by his shirt before slamming my fist into his gut. He folded at the waist with a loud groan; I straightened him up and measured him for one more good shot to the jaw; he flew back against my car and slid to the asphalt again. Big John had been watching from the corner of the parking lot in case something went wrong. He called the cops from his cell before dragging me from my intended assailant.
Once again my long standing association with the police played to my advantage; I knew three of the six cops who responded on a first name basis. With Big John as a witness, they arrested Peterson for assault with a deadly weapon. That was no misdemeanor, he wouldn't be getting out on his own recognizance this time; he would have to make bail, and if he couldn't, he would be in jail until his trial. The only thing spoiling my delight at Irv's plight was thinking about his wife and kids; they were innocent victims in the whole thing.
After giving my statement at the station I went home to soak my hand in some ice; it was throbbing like hell and really swollen; I wasn't even sure I could hold my camera for a while.
The next day was Saturday; summer was gone and it had turned down right cold over night; I was in the mood for nothing and that's exactly what I did, absolutely nothing. It's really not in my nature to lay around feeling sorry for myself two days in the row though, so Sunday I grabbed a shower, went down to Denny's for breakfast, and headed down town in search of something to do. More than likely I would wind up at Lincoln Park Zoo but I was still open to other suggestions from myself.
I was getting off the expressway when I remembered the art gallery that Carl's sister ran and wondered if they had my photograph displayed. I didn't know the exact address of the place but I knew it was down town and on State Street, it couldn't be that hard to find; I just wondered if it would be open on a Sunday.
As it turned out, I found it with very little trouble and it was open. I was immediately captivated; the place was big and had quite an array of impressive looking artwork on the walls. Right in the middle of the floor stood an easel holding my photo of Judy; hoping to eavesdrop, I joined the couple people standing around looking at it, but they moved away as soon as I walked up. I was about to go look at a couple of watercolors I saw when I heard a female voice behind me.
"It's an amazing photograph, isn't it?"
I turned and almost gasped out loud; standing in front of me was a beautiful, golden haired woman with striking blue eyes and a smile that would melt a glacier. I heard what she said but upon seeing this vision of loveliness, my mind went blank, so I answered the sophisticated lady in suave, James Bond like fashion..."Huh?"
"The photograph," she said again, "It's my sister-in-law, I think it's amazing."
Her sister-in-law; this was Carl's sister? I retrieved my mind from its maze of dumbfoundedness and actually spoke coherently. "Yes, I agree;" I said deciding to string her along a little; you can't be in the arts without learning some of the artistic colony's psychobabble.
I stood back pretending to ponder the exhibit, "The entire subject has such a fresh, innocent look; I love how the photographer used the low morning sun to highlight the hair; and look how it shines through the fabric of her blouse; it gives the material a translucent look and bathes the focal point of the shot with a warm, lustrous light. I see it was shot with a telephoto, I'm guessing a three hundred millimeter; you can tell by the softness of the background, then the corners of the print were darkened drawing the viewer's eye to the very essence of the shot?"
She looked shocked at my critique; Wow, you're either a photographer, an artist, or a critic," she said stretching out her hand, "I'm Tracy."
"How do you do," I replied shaking her hand gingerly, "I'm Dalton Conrad."
She ferruled her brow for a second; I know she was trying to place the name. "Dalton, that's sounds...you're the photographer," she divulged with a start, "No wonder you knew so much about the shot," she laughed.
"Guilty as charged," I admitted chuckling.
She must have felt the swelling in my hand; still holding it in hers, she turned it over to look, "Yeah, I had a little accident the other night, it's much better than it was," I told her.
We started talking and I mentioned I saw a couple watercolors I wanted to look at. She gave me a personal guided tour telling me about various artists and who she thought would make it big in the future. We ended our excursion in front of the watercolors I was interested in; turns out they were painted by her father.
"Damn, Carl told me his dad was an artist but I had no idea..." I said letter my words taper off. "Does he still paint?" I asked.
"No, he developed Parkinson's disease a few years ago, that put an end to his career," she said sadly.
"Oh, I'm so sorry to hear that, he's extremely talented; what a shame he can't share more of it," I said. I looked at the two paintings; I was trying to make up my mind which one to buy; they were both beautiful and just the thought of one hanging on my wall at home raised my spirits a little. I finally picked one.
"I'll take this one," I told my beautiful hostess.
"Really," she said sounding a little surprised, "I didn't realize you were a buyer."
I smiled; "Well to tell you the truth I just came in to see if you still had my photo but these caught my eye as soon as I walked in. I knew I wouldn't leave here without one of them."
She boxed it up for a safe trip to its new home and I felt really good for the first time in a while. It was funny, every time I'd glance at the painting I'd see Tracy's beautiful face looking back me.
I was in a good mood for several days; of course nothing lasts forever. When I looked at the display of my ringing phone I saw it was Jean calling.
"Hello," I answered in a non-committal type voice.
"Dalton, it's me; I just heard what happened, are you alright?"
At first I thought she was talking about me buying the painting but then I realized what she was talking about, "You mean about your boyfriend attacking me with a knife...yeah, I'm..."
"A knife," she exclaimed, "Oh my God, I didn't hear he had a knife, only that he attacked you."
"Well to be honest it wasn't much of a knife, I think it was an after-thought when he realized his buddy wasn't around; there were supposed to be two of them but we had his friend cuffed to a stall in the bathroom until the cops got there."
I heard her starting to cry, "I'm so sorry, Dalton, this is all my fault," she wept.
I guess things did get better with time. A few months ago it would have torn me apart to hear Jean cry like that; now...well, I won't say it gave me pleasure, but it sure didn't have the same effect on me that it once did. I knew that a lecture from me was probably the last thing she wanted to hear but I didn't care, she was going to get one anyway.
"Actions have consequences, Jean; because you were too shy to speak to your own husband about your sexual fantasies instead of some asshole, two families have been destroyed. Think about it, not only have you and I lost one another, but there's a single mother out there with two teenage boys who now has to tell her sons that their father will be going to prison; have you told HER how sorry you are, you should." I heard her wailing now, "If you remarry, Jean, I hope you've learned your lesson," I said before disconnecting.
Oh well, that was the end of my three day old good mood.
My attitude did pick up again a couple days later when I got a call from Bel. I hadn't spoken to her since our dinner a few months prior; she was nice, not my type, but pleasant to talk to so when she asked if I wanted to have a drink after work I accepted with a smile. This time I beat her there and already had a beer in hand when she walked in.
"Hi, Bel," I greeted her as I stood while she slipped into the booth opposite me. One thing I learned about Bel from our last meeting, she's not big on small talk; she goes right for the jugular.
"What the hell did you say to Jean the other day; she was still crying the next morning?" was the way she opened our conversation.
"Ah," I had to think back, "she kept apologizing to me; I told her she should apologize to Irv's wife and kids."
Bel kind of reared back; she was just about to say something when the barmaid interrupted us. She ordered a white wine and waited for the girl to leave before tearing into me again.
"Damn it, Dalton, I know she screwed up...big time, but she is very fragile right now; you bawl her out like that again and you just might destroy her completely," she stated.
"Bel, I'm not trying to destroy anyone...well, maybe Irv, but he's the only one, but she has to take responsibility for her actions."
"She is, Dalton; I'll bet you don't even know what she told the DA, do you?"
"The DA," I questioned, "No, I haven't heard from him yet."
"And you won't. When he decided they were actually going to prosecute her..."
"They did; I didn't know that. The cops said that was highly unlikely; how come I wasn't notified?" I asked; hell she seemed to have all the answers.
"Because it never got that far; Jean was assigned a public defender, he told her to plead not guilty, he said no judge would ever convict her for adultery, but Jean said no; she went to the DA and pled guilty; the judge gave her two hundred hours of community service."
"Bel, how the hell do you know all this?" I had to ask.
"My fiancé is a Cook County cop, he's assigned to the DA's office," she responded.
I glanced at her left hand and noticed the ring for the first time; I knew she didn't have it the last time we saw one another. "I'm sorry for not noticing, Bel; congratulations," I said.
She raised her hand to give me a better look "Thank you," she responded with a big smile.
"I know most of those guys, what's the lucky guy's name?" I asked.
"Dave Quinn."
"Dave?" I responded thinking what a small world it was, "I've known Dave for years."
"I know; as soon as he saw the last name on the arrest report he knew it was you; he didn't know I worked with your wife though until he told me one of his friends was having marital troubles and we started comparing notes." She took her first sip of wine.
"Anyway, my point is...Jean could have most likely gotten off Scott free but she took responsibility like you said. She's trying to atone."
I didn't say anything, just sat there, staring into the glass I was twirling around in my hand and letting her words sink in.
"She still loves you, you know."
I nodded my head, "Yeah, I know; and to some extent I still love her, but we could never be a couple again, the wounds are just too deep," I said.
"I know," she said with a small sigh, "and so does Jean...and she's accepted it, but that doesn't mean you have to keep hurting her, Dalton. God, she cried so hard after hanging up with you the other day we all went into her office trying to calm her down...even Beverly tried to help. She was so upset we all knew she should go home but no one wanted her to drive; Mr. Jacobson came in and told me to drive her home. Dalton, she's a fricken mess. When I got her home I helped her mother put her to bed then sat and talked with her mom and dad for a little while; she was going to call you Monday about the fight but her folks talked her out of it; they know how much you're hurting and were worried about what you'd say to her. Of course she called you the next day anyway."
"Alright, I won't be so hard on her if we talk again," I promised.
Seeming to be satisfied with my proclamation, she sat back in the booth and stared at me as a small grin appeared across her face; "Now," she said coyly, "Tell me about the fight."
I had to laugh before launching into my soliloquy; I wondered how Irv must feel knowing there were so many people out there who enjoyed hearing about him getting beat up.



I told her the whole story. "Do you know if he's out on bail yet?" I asked Bel.
"No, he's not; and I doubt that he'll be out anytime soon," she said. "The other guy, the one who tried spiking your drink, he's going to testify that Irv paid him to drug you, so Irv is being charged with assault and battery with a deadly weapon, for trying to stab you, as well as conspiracy to commit assault and battery. His bond is a hundred thousand dollars and his wife won't sign the papers to put the house up...so, it looks like old Irv boy will be in the clink for a while," she said never losing her smile. "Dave says the DA has a slam-dunk case and he figures Irv will get three to five."
I couldn't care less about Irv but I still felt sorry for his wife and kids. I also couldn't help feel sorry for Jean; as hard as our divorce was on me, it sounded like she was suffering even more.
A few days after talking with Bel I found myself with a couple hours to kill between jobs; I knew Jean would be at work so I headed over to talk to her parents. She had her own apartment but her folks didn't want her to be alone so they talked her into staying with them a while longer. They pretty much told me what Bel had, she was a mess. She went to work every weekday and came right home afterward; she never stopped for a drink with the girls, never talked to anyone on the phone, or went out for the evening; the only time she left the house on weekends was to go shopping with her mother.
I asked if there was anything I could do to help, short of taking her back of course, they said no. They were pretty confident; they had finally talked her into going for some grief counseling; between that and their love and support, they thought she'd make it through. They also expressed their regret for her actions and told me they would always love me like a son. That was nice to hear.
I reminded them that Jean would receive her copy of the final decree in another three weeks; they said they knew. I was happy to hear that they had arranged for her to take a week off from work and were going to take her with them to visit friends in Fort Lauderdale; Jean loved the ocean and the beach; maybe it was just what she needed to kick-start her life again.
As I left I wondered if I should do the same thing; just make reservations somewhere and go, the problem was I had a full schedule for the next several months, no way could I do it.
On the day our divorce became final I worked like a mad-man trying to keep from thinking about it; after work Jack and some other friends surprised me by dragging me out of the house and to a 'gentlemen's club.' The next thing I remembered was waking up on Jack's couch with his kids playing cowboys and Indians around me...guess who the Indian was."
The following month I received a summons to appear in court as a witness for the prosecution in the matter of The State of Illinois vs. Peterson. The trial only lasted three days; Dave was right, it was a slam-dunk for the DA. Irv was sentenced to three to five years in Danville Correctional Center, a medium security prison.
It was over, I could close the book on that whole chapter of my life now and move on, but how do you do that? I decided a vacation was a good idea; I went home and looked at my schedule again. In addition to scheduling jobs myself, I also had an agency booking work as well; they got twenty percent of anything they listed. Between the two of us, my calendar was full right up to September, several months away; oh well, better late than never, I thought, it'll give me something to look forward to. I blocked that week out and told the agency to do the same; now all I had to do was decide on where to go and what to do; oh well, I had a while to think about it.
Life became pretty drab after that. I'd have a drink with a friend now and then but basically it was get up, go to work, come home and go to bed. I didn't have much of a social life; I hated to even think about jumping into the dating pool again.
As was the normal for Chicago, one day in spring it was forty-five degrees, the very next day it was eighty-two and summer was upon us. Shit, I thought, Memorial Day is less than two weeks away and I hadn't made any plans. I usually had a backyard party with all our friends and relatives but it was actually Jean who used to organize it. My heart gave a little flutter as I thought of her for the first time in a while; I wondered how she was doing, was she as lonely as I?
I guess my friends had already assumed I wasn't having a party, so by the end of the week I had three invitations for Memorial weekend get togethers. Jack was having a small cookout on Sunday which was great because it left me open to also attend Carl and Judy Anderson's BBQ on Monday. I was hoping that Tracy would be there. When I arrived I recognized a couple of the neighbors but was disappointed not to see Tracy anywhere. I walked around with a beer in my hand talking to a few acquaintances from the neighborhood but felt out of place since everyone had a spouse.
Finally, for lack of anything else to do I volunteered to be the official griller; that would have been my job if I'd had my own party anyway. Carl readily agreed, so there I was, handing out hamburgers and hot dogs on warmed up buns to the masses.
I was flipping a new batch of burgers when something landed on my ear; I shook my head and flicked at it with my hand at the same time but it came right back. This time I swatted at it hitting my own ear. I'll be damned if the fricken thing didn't come back. I was about to slap myself silly in an attempt to kill the lousy thing when I heard some laughter behind me. Suddenly my whole day brightened as I turned around to find Tracy standing there with that gorgeous smile and a feather she must have found lying on the ground.
"Hi sailor," she said seductively, "having a little trouble?" She had drawn a small audience who were having a good laugh at my expense but I didn't care, my heart started pounding from just being near her again.
"Nah, any troubles I have are as light as a feather," I said trying to come up with something clever.
"Ah," she said nodding toward the grill, "You should probably turn the rest of those before they're as black as the charcoal."
"Oh yeah," I said blushing as I turned, "So how do you like yours done?" I asked.
"I'm not fussy, anyone of those will be fine," she replied.
I picked out the biggest one and a nice warm bun and handed to her. She thanked me and strolled off to find a place to sit. I found Carl and told him I needed a break. I took a burger for myself and found Tracy; "May I?" I asked.
"Please," she said patting the blanket covered ground next to her. "I hope you didn't mind me having a little fun with you but I had to get you back for stringing me along at the gallery that day."
I laughed and assured her it was perfectly okay; it must have been the first time I laughed in months. As the day progressed that one laugh was followed by many more; damn I was having a good time, I think she was as well; we just seemed to click. We talked about art, Photography, dancing, movies, and things we still want to do; one of the things on her future agenda was the Monterey peninsula in northern California. She had been there as a small child with her dad; she remembered the scenery as being breathtaking and vowed she would return someday.
I was really sorry to see the sun sinking; I wanted that day to last forever. As night fell and the crowd thinned I knew we would be parting ways soon. Should I ask for her number, or just stop in and see her again at the gallery? Damn, I hated being indecisive but I hadn't pursued a woman in many years; in this day and age did guys still ask for a woman's number, or was that too old fashion?
She was getting ready to go and I was stammering all over the place, completely unsure of myself; it must have been obvious because she took pity on me. She reached into her purse, took out a pen and one of her business cards, "This is my cell," she said writing the number on the back of her card, "I really enjoyed myself today; call me if you'd like to go out some time." She handed the card to me and said she was going to say her goodbyes but would see me one more time before leaving.
I did the same thing saying goodbye to the few people I knew and my hosts telling them what a great time I had and thanking them for inviting me. As I shook hands with Carl he leaned in close so no one else could hear, "You're the first guy she's taken an interest in, in a long time," he quietly told me, "Go for it." I smiled and thanked him.
Tracy and I found each other one more time as we were both about to leave; I walked her to her car; damn, I wanted to kiss her, even just a small one on the cheek, but was scared to death. Once again I think she read my mind; sometimes I imagine that's much like reading a fist grade primer; Tracy stretched up on her tiptoes and gave me a peck on the cheek. "Call me," she said as she backed out of the drive.
It was a four block walk home; at no point did my feet ever touch the ground.
The next day I was about half way through shooting my second assignment for the day when I got a call from Jack. "Hey, pal, got time to stop off for a drink tonight?"
"Jack, these days I've got nothing but time," I responded.
He was sitting at the bar next to an empty stool when I walked in. "Hi, Pete," I addressed my favorite bartender, "Miller light, please."
"Coming right up," he replied.
"So, buddy, how are things going; how's your love life?" asked Jack.
"Huh, well non-existent right at the moment," I said.
"Man, you got to get back out there, Dalton; sitting home alone every night is for the birds. You're a good looking, successful guy with a great personality; use it, man. What about that girl from the gallery you were telling me about?" He saw the smile spread across my face. "Uh huh, so there is some interest there; have you seen her since that day at the gallery?"
"I saw her yesterday, as a matter of fact. Her brother invited me to a BBQ and she was there. She really is a terrific woman, we talked all day long and never ran out of things to say," I told him.
"Have you asked her out yet?"
"Nah," I said shaking my head, "I'd like too but...oh I don't know, all this stuff with Jean, I guess it's still just too soon to start dating yet."
"Bullshit," said Jack enthusiastically. "Look, I've never had to go through anything like you did but I would imagine it has to be devastating to your self-confidence, it's only natural, but that just means you have to get right back up on the horse and ride."
I didn't say anything; I just let Jack's words soak in; if it was only that easy I thought.
"Does she like Shakespeare?" Jack asked.
"Shakespeare, I don't know, that's one thing we didn't talk about yesterday; why?"
"Well, you like Shakespeare, I know you do."
"Hell yeah, I love it; what are you getting at?" I asked.
Jack pulled four tickets out of his shirt pocket; they were for the play, "Julius Caesar, appearing at the Shakespeare theatre that Friday. "The entertainment columnist gave these to me the other day. I'm not really crazy about it but Lynette is a fan; anyway, I know you love that stuff too. Why don't you call the girl from the gallery and see if she'd like to go; we'll double.
My mind spun around like a top; on the one hand it sounded perfect; on the other hand, what if she said no? I remembered Carl telling me she was interested and she did say to call her; should I take a chance? I looked at the tickets again then at Jack; he had a shit-eaten grin on his face as if he was saying, 'okay, asshole, let's see you talk your way out of this.'
Shit man, I was going to go for it. I had already programmed Tracy's number and the gallery number into my cell; I pulled it out and dialed.
"Hello," I could hear her smile right through the phone. Suddenly I got nervous again.
"Hi, ah, it's me...ah, I mean, ah Dalton, Dalton Conrad," I finally got out.
"Hi, Dalton, wow, that didn't take long...for you to call me I mean."
That sounded encouraging; I took a deep breath, "Well, I found a subject we didn't talk about yesterday and I...ah, well I was wondering if you liked Shakespeare... you know, Shakespearean plays I mean?"
"Are you kidding; absolutely, I love Shakespeare."
Jack must have heard her because I saw a big grin on his face; my heart started to go pitter-pat. I took another deep breath, "Well a friend of mine has four tickets to Julius Caesar this Friday night; it's at the Shakespeare theatre at Navy Pier; it would be you, me, my friend and his wife; would you be interested?" I asked now holding my breath. If she says no I'm going to die right here on the bar stool, I thought.
"That sounds like fun, I'd love it," she said.
I was waiting for a, 'but,' but it never came. I smiled and nodded my head, indicating her acceptance to Jack. "Fantastic," I said almost a little too exuberant. "It starts at eight..."
"Wait," said Jack poking at me to get my attention.
"Ah, hold on just a second, Tracy," I looked at Jack to see what he wanted.
"What about dinner before the play; could she be ready at six; we can go over to the Little General...do it up right," he said.
Damn, good idea, I thought. "Tracy, could you be ready at six? We can all go out for dinner before the play."
"Most certainly," she happily answered, "What's the attire for the evening?"
I told her to just dress nice, an evening gown wouldn't be necessary.
It had been my first actual date in many years. To say I was nervous was an understatement; I was glad Jack volunteered to drive because I'm sure I would have wound up on someone's lawn before the night was out.
Jack pulled up in front of Tracy's building and I got out to ring the bell, what happened next almost seems like a dream...a wet dream; in fact that's exactly how I would describe Tracy as she stepped outside; a walking wet dream.
Her silky blond hair hung loosely over her shoulders and softly framed those sparkling blue eyes of hers. The fabric of her short, off the shoulder, blue dress showed just the right amount of cleavage and hugged every curve like a formula one at Indy. She literally took my breath away.
"Tracy, you look absolutely stunning." I said. She smiled and gave me a kiss on the cheek.
"Thank you, Dalton, I'm glad you called, I'm looking forward to tonight," she said.
Jack and Lynette got out of the car for the introductions. I had to laugh as we were all getting back in the car, "Put your eyes back in your head," I heard Lynette quietly tell Jack with a playful slap on the arm.
Dinner was great with lots and laughs and good conversation. Tracy was so gracious, that by the time we were done with our meals, you'd think we'd all been friends for years. I could tell Jack and Lynette felt the same way and really liked her.
The evening had started out being unseasonably warm, but as anyone who's ever been to Chicago's lake front will tell you, it can get chilly in a hear beat. Half way through the play the wind shifted from the north and the temperature must have dropped twenty degrees in five minutes...it was the perfect excuse to show off my gentlemanly qualities. I took my sport coat off and wrapped it around Tracy's shoulders then put my arm around her; she snuggled right into me and we watched the balance of the play while keeping one another warm. I was in pure heaven.
As the evening was coming to a close, I got the impression Tracy hated to see it end almost as much as I did. It was a little after midnight by the time we got her home. She thanked Jack and Lynette in the car then I walked her to her door. "Thank you, Dalton; I had a really great time tonight," she said with a smile.
"Does that mean I can call you again?"
"I'm going to be angry if you don't," she replied.
As I said, it had been a long time since I'd been on a date; I was also a little self-conscious knowing I had an audience, but I had wanted to kiss her all night and I was going to give it a try.
My fear must have been obvious as I started to lean forward because Tracy didn't wait; she put her hand behind my head and pulled me into passionate lip-lock. Our tongues mingled as she pushed her hips into me. I must have blushed ten shades of scarlet when I realized she could feel my raging hard-on.
After the kiss I promised to call her the next day then started back to the car. "Dalton," I turned back as she called out, "Don't forget this," she said removing my sport coat from her shoulders.
"Oh yeah, thanks" I said taking it from her hand.
"You might need it," she said with a knowing smile and a wink. Anyone who heard her would have thought she meant because of the temperature but I knew she meant it would hide the protrusion in my pants. Damn, what a night.
If I was walking on air after the party I was on the moon after Friday night. We had six more dates over the next month; no sex, we were taking it slow and getting to know one another. We had returned to her apartment after a Friday night date when she told me she wanted me to pick her up at the gallery at five o'clock the next day; she said not to make plans for that night but she wouldn't say why. Well, who was I to argue.
I was there at five on the dot; she was just locking the door when I showed up. She invited me in and said she had a couple things to do in the back before we could go and asked if I'd wait just a minute. I walked around looking at the various paintings and was disappointed to see someone bought the other painting of her father's that I liked. I was planning on buying it myself.
"Dalton, could you come back here and give me a hand, please," I heard her yell from the back room.
"Coming," I responded.
"SURPRISE!" Everyone yelled as I walked through the door; I was shocked, most of my friends were there plus Carl and Judy and a few others whom I didn't know.
"What's going on?" I spluttered.
Tracy walked up me with a great big smile and put her arms around me, "Happy birthday, Dalton," she said before kissing me passionately.
I had to think, oh yeah, my birthday was the following Monday. "How did you know?" I asked.
"I Googled you, honey, you'd be surprise the information there is on you," she replied. I called Jack and he took care of inviting your friends for me."
This was too much; Jean had a couple small birthday parties for me when we were married but never a surprise party, never anything like this; I also caught that she called me honey for the first time; I was flabbergasted. Most people just had cards but some even had gifts. I opened them and thanked everyone; Tracy kept hers hidden until last; it was obvious it was a painting but I didn't realize which one until I unwrapped it; it was the other one of her father's that I wanted. I had to literally keep myself from crying I was so overwhelmed.
The party would have gone on all night but we wanted to make sure everyone was sober when they left so Tracy called an end to it at eight o'clock. I helped clean up after everyone left. As we were finishing up Tracy had another surprise for me, "Dalton, I thought I'd go home with you and help you hang that," she said gesturing toward the painting. "Also, I have Angie opening in the morning so I have all night," she said with a glint in her eye. Angie was her assistant.
Wow, it was really going to happen; it had been several months since I walked into the gallery and first met Tracy; I remember my heart skipping a beat but I hadn't dared even thinking about becoming involved at that time. Little did I know what the future would hold and that she would make me so happy.
Once we got to my place we actually did hang the painting, it looked great on the wall along side the other one. That's when I started getting cold feet again; I asked Tracy if she wanted something to drink; I thought I pulled it off as just being polite but I guess it was obvious I was stalling.



Tracy looked at me like she was studying my face, "Not ready yet are you?"
I wasn't sure what she meant, "I'm sorry?"
"Judy told me about your divorce, I'm sorry; I can only imagine how hard that must be to go through. The closest I got was finding my fiancé was cheating on me a month before our wedding; it devastated me. I've wanted you from the moment you walked into the gallery but I wanted to wait until I thought you'd be ready for that kind of commitment; I thought you were but maybe I was wrong."
I was stunned, I wasn't even aware Judy, or anyone but a few friends and family, knew about my divorce.
"I know it hasn't been that long; if you're uncomfortable with me being here..."
She let her words hang in the air, I guess she was waiting for me to say something but I was still reeling from her knowing about Jean, "You should probably take me home," she said.
"No, no; please. I'm sorry if I seem apprehensive; it's just...well, you're the first woman in this house since she left; I guess I'm just a little nervous."
She looked at me; I think she was trying to decide on staying or going; she finally smiled, "Did you say something about getting a girl a drink?"
"Absolutely," I said coming out of my funk, "What would you like?"
"A glass of cold water would be great," she said.
"Cold water coming up; here," I said motioning to the couch, "Have a seat where you can look at your dad's paintings and I'll be right back."
I went into the kitchen silently cussing myself out; what the hell was I doing? Why were these feelings of inadequacy resurfacing now? I took a deep breath and filled a glass with cold water from the fridge...one more deep breath to muster my courage...
"Here you go," I said handing Tracy the glass.
"Do you want to talk about it?" she asked, "I'm a good listener."
"No, I appreciate the offer but I'd rather talk about you." We always had so much to talk about on our dates but she never really spoke about herself, personal things I mean.
She talked a little about her childhood and how much she admired her father and his talent. He gave her the money to start the gallery; of course it was she who made it successful.
"I idolized him," she said, "I still do, his talent, his passion for beauty; It just breaks my heart to see him now. He used to be so happy all the time, always smiling and joking; now he's confined to a wheelchair and he's lost so much control over his hands he can't even hug me anymore."
I saw her fighting a losing battle with the tears welling in her eyes. "I'm so sorry, honey; all this time you haven't really talked about your parents very much and I didn't want to ask because the subject always seemed to make you sad," I said hoping she would let it out, "is your mother still alive?"
Tracy nodded her head yes, "And she still cares for dad, she refuses to put him in a home. It's so hard on her but you can't even talk to her about it; she'll just look at you and say he's her husband and she'll never abandon him."
That's when a lone tear broke free and trickled down her cheek; she wiped it away, and to my surprise, continued opening herself up to me; she went on and talked about her only two long lasting relationships. Her first was a guy she met in her sophomore year of college; they were exclusive for two years but just grew apart soon after graduation.
The other was the man with whom she was engaged; he was a real estate whiz-kid who moved quickly into the ranks of big money by selling commercial property; she had fallen for him big-time, and after three years of dating he popped the question; she said she was almost embarrassed to wear the engagement ring because it was so big. She told me it was the happiest time of her life, then disaster hit, she found out he had been having a yearlong affair with his secretary; she was crushed; it had been four years since she broke it off; even after all that time I could see her fighting back tears as she talked about it, and because of that experience, she had been very wary of getting too deeply involved with anyone since.
"So, now you know my life's story," she said, "sad but true, if you're going to run, now's probably the time to do it?"
I was losing my resolve; less than a year ago, when I filed for divorce, I told myself it would be a long time before I opened my heart to another woman, but there I sat, almost mesmerized as I listened to this Beautiful, strong, confident lady. For the last four years she kept her guard up, protected herself from being hurt again, and yet here she was, dropping her defenses and allowing me inside, trusting me with her vulnerability...could I do the same for her?
"I'm not going anywhere," I said.
She smiled, leaned in closer, and gave me a tender kiss on the lips. "I have a confession to make," she said as our lips pulled apart, "I think I fell a little in love with you, before we even met."
I must have looked puzzled...only because I was, though; her smile broadened and she went on, "It happened the first time I saw your portrait of Judy. One look and it told me the photographer was kind, compassionate, romantic, and possessed the heart of poet. Now that I know you better I see I was right, but you also have an inner strength that I admire as well, a strength that has allowed you to live through adversity and come out the other side with courage and determination."
"Wow," I said humbly, "You make me sound like some kind of superman."
"Maybe you are," she joked while lightly running her fingers along the inside of my thigh, stopping just short of the tent rising in my pants; she looked me in the eye, "Are you a man of steel?" she asked with a devilish expression.
"Well there is one part of me that might qualify," I returned with that same devilish smile.
She kissed me, our tongues mingled like two dancing fairies. "I just hope you're not faster than a speeding bullet," she said with a laugh as she already started undoing the top button of my shirt. "I've wanted to do this since you first walked into the gallery."
We continued to kiss as she took each button one at a time. I had my eyes closed, lost in the eroticism when I felt her hand gently rub my pectorals; "Umm, nice chest," she whispered. I wondered if she could feel how hard my heart was pounding.
I took her hand and stood up, I moved behind her as she joined me. I kissed the back of her neck and behind her ear as I reached around and unbuttoned her blouse; as the front of it fell open I discovered she was wearing a bra with the clip in front, I felt the firmness of her breasts as I released them.
She moaned and leaned back, resting her head on my shoulder as I continued to nibble along her beautiful long neck. She reached around with her left hand and slid it between us, feeling my fully expanded manhood.
"Take me to bed, Dalton," she whispered seductively, "I want you to make love to me," she cooed.
"C'mon," I told her taking her hand in mine as I led her up stairs. For one brief moment a shard of guilt struck me; the only person I'd ever made love to in that bed was Jean; the thought vanished completely as I took Tracy in my arms; slowly I finished undressing her; as each article of clothing was removed, more of her toned body was revealed; she was magnificent.
We lay naked on the bed that had been so lonely for many months; her response to my kisses were immediate and exciting as she moaned and writhed under the tender touch of my lips; her breathing quickened, "Oh God," she yelled as I found her wonderful, little love button with my tongue. "Ahhhhhh," she screamed in ecstasy and her body stiffened with her first orgasm.
I continued my oral assault taking her over the edge two more times. I was so hard I thought my skin with rip in two; I needed to be inside her, that's when I had a terrible thought, I didn't have protection. I wasn't worried about disease; during our conversation I'd learned she hadn't been with anyone in two years and had been checked and given a clean bill of health since then; but as much as I wanted a child, the other person had to want it too.
"Do I need a condom?" I blurted out.
She thrashed her head from side to side, no...on p...pill, she said almost incoherently; she arched her back bringing herself to me for the joining of our two bodies. Her eyes were glassy from the throes of passion as I slipped inside of her.
"Oh yes..." she murmured enthusiastically. She batted her eye lids trying to focus as she reached her arms around my neck and smiled; I slowly slid all the way in and held myself there for a moment; she closed her eyes, "Oh you feel so good," she sighed. I began long, slow strokes; her grip tightened around my neck and I felt her body tighten again as euphoria washed over her for the fourth time. I slowed to a crawl and shortened my strokes until she came down from her high then took it home.
I felt her about to come again just as I had past the point of no return. I gritted my teeth and strained upward, arching my back, keeping us tightly locked together. I heard Tracy scream as she pulled me down to her breasts, holding me while we both climaxed with unadulterated bliss.
We lay cuddled together trying to regain some semblance of normal breath; Tracy was the first to regain speech, "Wow," she said still panting some. "Happy birthday, Mr. Kent...or can I call you Clark?"
We both giggled, we were too tired to laugh; "Ms. Anderson, you can call me anything you want," I replied finely being able to speak myself. She spent the night; I can't tell you how fantastic it was to wake up with someone nestled in my arms; especially someone as wonderful as Tracy.
The next morning I was up first; I quietly slipped on my robe and tiptoed down the stairs and into the kitchen. My plan was to bring her breakfast in bed but she foiled my plot with her presence while I was still scrambling the eggs.
I caught an image out of the corner of my eye and turned; she was leaning against the door jamb wearing a smile and one of my shirts; I felt my Adam's apple as I swallowed hard...what a sight!
"I hope you don't mind, I didn't bring a robe," she said making the kitchen much hotter than it already was.
"There isn't a male in this world or any other, that would mind seeing you dressed like that," I stammered. I heard her bare feet on the tile floor as she walked behind me; I grinned from ear to ear as she put her arms around my chest and laid her head against my back...God, it had been a long time since feeling that kind of affection.
We finished breakfast then went upstairs and made love some more; when we were both finally spent we showered together and realized we weren't quite as spent as we thought we were; we finally maxed ourselves out just as we ran out of hot water. It was two-thirty in the afternoon before we got dress for the first time all day.
We went out to eat then headed back to my place; damn, I hated to see the day coming to an end. I knew I had to take Tracy home soon; my heart was already starting to ache at just the thought of it.
The western sky was just starting to glow with pastel colors when I asked if she had time to sit with me on the porch and watch the sunset before leaving. She cuddled up next to me and laid her head on my shoulder as I put my arm around her. For the first few minutes we sat in silence watching the blues, yellows, and oranges blend together in nature's own spectacular light show.
I didn't know It, but we were both deep in our own thoughts. I knew I was falling in love with her. I was going to tell her but she got the first word in.
"Dalton, did you really mean it yesterday when you said I was amazing?"
"Absolutely, Tracy; you're an incredible person." Since she opened the door I was going to lay it on the line. "I know we've only known each other for a few months, but..."
"Yes," she asked looking into my face.
"Well, I ah...I'm... I'm falling in love with you, Tracy."
She just kept staring at me; not frowning, not smiling, just staring. "What if there was something that didn't make me so amazing in your eyes," she finally said, "What if I had a secret that you...ah, well you found perverse or at least not to your liking?" Her face suddenly took on a solemn, almost fearful look.
Continued...
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She just kept staring at me; not frowning, not smiling, just staring. "What if there was something that didn't make me so amazing in your eyes," she finally said, "What if I had a secret that you...ah, well you found perverse or at least not to your liking?" Her face suddenly took on a solemn, almost fearful look.
I guess I looked surprise; what the hell was she talking about? She didn't wait for the question, she continued.
"Dalton, I'm falling in love with you as well; but I do have a secret that I'm scared to share because I'm afraid it might end out relationship even before it starts; the thing is, I also know a relationship can't be built on lies."
I could see her starting to tear up; I took my thumb and wiped one away from the corner of her eye. I couldn't imagine this woman having such a terrible secret that it would alter the way I felt about her. I gave her a reassuring smile and kissed her gently. "Whatever this deep down secret is, honey," I said, "I'm sure I can handle it."
She looked scared; cautiously she spoke again. "Well, I'm kind of...ah, I mean, in my business world I'm always the one in charge and sometimes..." she stopped and just looked at me for a few seconds, "Oh hell, I'm just going to say it and pray you don't think I'm some kind of pervert...I like to be tied up... in bed I mean; not all the time but sometimes I like to be tied up and dominated, helpless and unable to stop my lover from ravaging my body anyway he desires," she said abruptly, then stopped to see what my reaction was going to be.
It stunned me, of all things, all that build up; she was so scared, just like my fucking ex-wife...only Tracy actually had the guts to tell me. I knew it was the wrong thing to do; she didn't know the details of what happened with Jean and me, very few did; but I couldn't help it, I burst out laughing.
Tracy looked horrified; she thought I was laughing at her. I quickly put my arms around her and assured her that wasn't the case, then I went on to tell her how Jean was tied up in the motel room when she was arrested and how she was too afraid to talk with me about her bondage fantasies and wound up with Irv instead. I told Tracy, not only didn't I consider her a pervert, but I admired her. I said I appreciated how hard it was for her to reveal that and how much it overwhelmed me to know she trusted me with her secret; if Jean had trusted me like that we'd still be married.
"I'll admit, I've never done anything like that, but if you don't mind putting up with a novice, I'd like to try it," I disclosed.
Finally...once again she lit up my soul with her smile. God, how I hated the thought of waking up in an empty bed again after that morning, but she had things at home she had to do before opening the gallery the next day; I hadn't thought about it all weekend but I also had to get off to an early start. Birthday or not, when you work for yourself there are no paid holidays; if I didn't work I didn't make any money.
The first thing I did after returning from dropping Tracy off was fire-up my laptop and find some bondage sites. I never was into porno; I just didn't think of sex as a spectator sport, for me it was full contact or nothing, so it didn't really surprise me when I wasn't turned on by the pictures; in fact, what I wound up doing was criticizing the camera techniques; poor, straight-on, single strobe lighting, bad composition, overexposed, underexposed, lousy color saturation; damn, if there's so much money in this stuff how come they can't afford a real photographer?
I found literally hundreds of sites and started jumping around from one to the other; I found I learned more from reading stories about bondage than I did looking at the pictures. Some of it I considered way over the top and hoped Tracy wasn't interested in going to such extremes, but there was some stuff I thought could be a lot of fun, I even got hard reading about it; hmm, this might work out okay, I thought.
I wasn't to see Tracy again until the middle of the week so I studied and read about various bondage techniques each night when I got home. By the time Wednesday night rolled around I was pretty sure I knew enough to at least tantalize her taste to be tied up and dominated.
I had a little surprise for her when I got to her apartment; it was in my pocket. She met me at the door with a big kiss and an even bigger smile. God, she felt so good in my arms.
"Where are we going, honey; is this okay to wear?" she asked turning around so I could see how the pretty little sun dress flared. I told her on the phone we were going out to dinner but I didn't say where.
"Stand still," I told her in a commanding voice. She looked at me a little startled but did what I told her to do. "Don't move," I said walking behind her. I slowly unzipped her dress and pushed it off her shoulders, letting it fall to her feet.
"What are you..."
"Ah, no talking till I tell you it's okay," I said with a slap to her beautiful, panty clad butt. "Separate your legs" I demanded with another slap to her posterior.
"Oooh;" she realized what was happening and I could feel her starting to breathe a little heavily.
I leaned in close and whispered in her ear, "This is what you like, isn't it?"
"Oh yes," she moaned.
"Yes what?" I said sternly.
"Yes, Sir," she whimpered, catching on right away.
My thumbs found the sides of her panties and I slowly lowered them to her knees. I reached around and felt her slit; God, she was so wet already I couldn't believe it. "What's this?" I taunted, "Are you wet for your master?"
"Oh yes, master," she sighed, "I'm so wet for you, Sir."
"Well you're going to have to wait until we come back from dinner."
"Oooh no, please Master, can't we stay here, I'll make us something...please," she pleaded.
"Are you arguing with me?" I corrected her.
"No, Sir."
"Good, do you know what this is?" I said pulling a piece of pre-tied rope from my pocket.
"Oh, God, A...ah, crotch rope, Sir?"
"That's right," I said with a big grin, "And you're going to wear it until we come back here tonight."
She closed her eyes as if picturing herself at dinner, feeling the rope between her legs. "Excuse me, Sir; but didn't you say you knew nothing about this kind of thing?"
"Yeah, well I've been doing a little studying the last few nights," I replied with a sinister little smile.
I tied the rope around her waist, making a tiny knot at the small of her back, then strung it between her pussy lips; I measured where it would hit her clit and tied a knot right there so it would constantly tease her little nub; I finished bringing it through her legs and tied it off in front just below her bellybutton. "Okay, you may pull up your panties and put your dress back on now."
I watched as she closed her eyes; her breathing became more ragged and her knees started to give out; she'd had a mini orgasm before being able to pull her panties back up. She had to brace herself by putting her hand on my shoulder while she caught her breath. I swear, I don't think I'd ever seen anyone come so quickly...
Except maybe me if I couldn't control myself. This was a totally new experience for me. I couldn't even explain it, but I was so hard I was afraid I was going to cum in my trousers without even being touched. The tent in my pants didn't go unnoticed by my observant submissive; she had pulled her panties up but had not put her dress back on yet.
"Sir, may I please help you with this?" she asked lightly touching the outside of my zipper.
I almost came right then and there; I hadn't planned on doing anything until after the restaurant but I wasn't expecting to get this excited, I didn't think I'd make it to the car without staining my pants. She was on her knees almost before I relented by demanding a blowjob.
I couldn't remember coming so fast, so hard, and so much since I was a horny teenager. Now it was my knees that turned to rubber as Tracy submissively accepted every drop of sperm that I fired down her lovely throat.
I was a little wobbly as I stood trying to regain control of my breathing when Tracy, still on her knees in front of me and dressed only in her panties and bra, obediently used her tongue to clean the remnants of my euphoria from my deflating manhood. When she finished, my lovely sub hugged me around the waist and pressed the side of her head against my stomach, "Thank you, Dalton," she said quietly, "You have no idea what this means to me."
I had to sit down and take a brief rest while she put her dress back on and touched up her make-up.
We went out to a little Italian place I'd heard about. As he showed us to our table, the maitre' D held the chair for Tracy. I heard a small gasp as she lowered herself down and guessed that the knot in her crotch rope must have slipped over her clit as she sat; she looked over at me with a look of pure lust as I gave her a knowing little smile.
She was a little quiet as we ate and I was beginning to wondered if she was enjoying herself or not; just about the time I was going to ask she looked at me with a big smile, "I'm not sure I can wait till we get home," she said seductively, "I may just have to crawl under the table and give you another blow job right here before we leave." I guess that answered my question.
Well, she was able to control herself until we got back but as soon as we walked through the door she turned and attacked me, laying one of the most passionate kisses I've ever had on me. "I hope you're planning on spending the night because there's no way I'm letting you out of here tonight," she said with conviction.
I hadn't really thought about spending the night but what the hell. We experimented with a few more bondage games, then I made love to her; the sun was actually coming up before we drifted asleep in each other's arms. We only slept about three hours but it was a restful three hours and we were both bright and cheery the next morning.
That night was truly the start of, 'us,' from then on we were a couple; we spent every available moment together. We did a lot role playing with D/s and bondage but we weren't always in the mood for it and most of the time simply made love.
Before we knew it summer was coming to an end. I was looking at my calendar and saw I had nothing scheduled for the first week in September; damn, I'd forgotten all about my plans for a vacation. When I mentioned it to Tracy her eyes lit up, "Let's go on vacation together."
I hadn't even considered it because I didn't think she'd want to close the gallery.
"I've been training Angie, she's more than capable of running the gallery for a week, what do you say?" she asked getting all excited.
"Where would we go?"
"Monterey."
Obviously I had seen pictures of the coast myself and the thought started my creative juices flowing. "If we went, would you mind if I brought one of my cameras and took some pictures while we were there?" I asked.
"Mind; are you kidding? Honey, that's the whole point; think of what someone with your talent could do with scenery like that."
The next day I booked our flight to Oakland and reserved a car.
A couple weeks later Tracy gave Angie a few final instructions and we were on our way. By the time we got there it was too late for anything more than dinner and a little play time before getting some sleep but the next day we were headed south on Pacific Coast Highway bright and early. It didn't take long before both of us were captivated with spectacular views of the California coastline.
As soon as I found a place to park I grabbed my camera and shoved an extra battery in my pocket before Tracy and I made our way down to the sea. I was like a kid in a candy store; every time I put the camera to my eye I was able to compose another breathtaking shot.
Tracy and I spent the entire day doing nothing but photographing the Monterey Peninsula. It wasn't until the sun went down and we lost all our light before we realized we hadn't even had lunch. We found a motel, checked in, showered, and were famished by the time we were seated in a restaurant. We were both still excited about all the photos we'd shot. The next day we packed a lunch before starting out again.
I talked Tracy into modeling in her bikini for some of the photos; when we found a quiet little out of the way cove with no one around, I had to promise the shots would be for my private collection only, before she agreed to lose the bikini.
When I first saw the magnificent coastline I didn't think anything could rival its splendor, but seeing my woman naked against the prehistoric wonders of nature was truly a spiritual experience; I offered proof of that by showing her how part of my anatomy pointed to the heavens, after which we laid a blanket over the sand and made love to the rhythm of the pounding surf.
On the fourth day I found an isolated spot that gave me an idea; later that night I told Tracy I had to run out to the store for something and asked her to stay in the motel room while I was gone. She questioned me but didn't argue. I knew where to go and was back in forty minutes with my purchase hidden in my camera bag for the next day.
Early the next morning we found another fantastic place from which to shoot another gorgeous sunrise; we continued finding and shooting one tremendous seascape after another until a little past noon. We found a quiet little spot not far from the secret destination I spotted the day before. We laid the blanket on the beach and had lunch. Tracy started to rub the bulge in my pants but I wasn't ready for anything too exciting yet, I had other plans.
"What's the matter, honey; aren't you in the mood?" Tracy asked when I didn't respond like I normally would.
"Oh I'm in the mood, babe; but I have a little surprise waiting for you around the corner," I told her going into my Dom voice.
"I should have known when you went out last night," she said with a chuckle in her voice. I raised one eyebrow and gave her my evil, Snidely Whiplash laugh.
After lunch we walked around some large boulders and into the box canyon I saw the day before. Growing from the rocky cliff was an old tree, its limbs twisted and contorted over time by ancient seafaring winds. I moved around shooting the majestic area from every angle; when I knew I had what I was looking for I retired my camera to its case and removed the long black piece of silk cloth.
"I'm sorry babe, but this is where night falls for your pretty eyes," I said as I wrapped the blindfold around her head and tied it in back. I again reached into the case, this time for the rope I had purchased. I walked my lovely submissive under the tree; she gasped with anticipation as I lashed her wrists securely, but not too tightly. I threw the rope over the main branch of the tree and pulled her arms up, extending them far enough over her head to stretch her body taut. I tied the other end to a lower branch. As I viewed my handy work I wondered if nature created this cove for just this purpose.
"She started to moan already as I let my fingers start to explore her insanely seductive flesh. "Shhhhh," I told her, teasing her with kisses under her chin, and down her neck.
"Oh God," she gasped breathlessly as I undid her top and let it fall to her feet. I had never seen her nipples stand out so far; it made them ridiculously easy to pinch. I let my hands wander as she writhed in delightful torment. "Oh, oh, oh Sir...I, I..."
"No more talking slave," I commanded. I took her breasts in my hand, kneading them and massage them with my fingers; I sucked on her nipples alternating between the two. I slowly removed the bottom of her bikini and watched as she unsuccessfully tried getting away from my hand as it reddened her lovely ass with a series of blows. I felt the incredible heat generated by her pussy as I finger fucked her to two orgasms.
I was so hard myself I wasn't sure I could wait any longer before getting relief but I wasn't done yet; "Now, stay right here and be a good girl, I'll be right back." I saw a look of sheer terror in her face and I realized she thought I was going to leave her for a moment; "Don't worry, babe, I'm not going anywhere, you just won't feel my hands on you for a couple of minutes." I saw her smile until she heard the shutter of my camera; her face turned back to terror.
"Honey! I mean, Sir; you're not taking pictures of me like this; please no..."
"Hey, hey, hey," I said in a smooth voice, I walked back up to her and gently caressed her naked skin, "Do you trust me...completely trust me?"
"Yes, of course," she said in a calmer voice.
"Then there shouldn't be an issue," I said taking control again.
"You're right, Sir," she said regaining her smile, "I'm sorry, Sir; I guess I just panicked for a second."
I gently pressed my lips to hers, "I love you, babe, I would never do anything to hurt you," I said. "No one but you or I will ever see these, I promise."
She was completely at ease as I went on to shoot the most erotic photos I'd ever taken or ever hope to take.
After releasing her I threw the blanket down and stripped off my clothes; it was over an hour later before we came up for air.
It was toward the end of our last day when I looked up from my viewfinder and saw Tracy standing on the beach, just staring in one direction; when I looked closer and saw the sadness in her face.
"Honey, what's the matter?" I was concerned, just minutes before we were laughing and joking, I had no idea what brought on her blues.
"I remember this spot," she said, "This very spot; I stood right here when I was just seven years old and watched my father paint those cliffs over there. He was so young, so strong and full of life back then," she said while trying to fight back tears.
"Where was he set up?" I asked.
"Right here," she indicated by stepping a few steps over, "He had his easel right here. I watched in amazement as he reconstructed God's miraculous creation in watercolors," She leaned her head on my shoulder and started to cry as I put my arm around her.
I continued to hold her for several minutes until Tracy was feeling better, then stood right where her father stood so many years before and recreated his painting, digitally.
There was something magical about that spot; I felt it as well. We sat on the beach embraced in each other's arms while watching the sun slip beneath the thunderous waves. Later that night there was no sex, no bondage, no love making; I held her in my arms as she cuddled into me; she needed the love and support of a strong man and I said a silent prayer to the man above thanking him for the opportunity to be that man.
The next day, regrettably, we were homeward bound. It was just a little before noon in Chicago by the time we were pulling out of O'Hare's parking garage. In my pocket were eight flash cards containing more than thirteen hundred photos, Tracy was even more excited than I was at the prospect of editing and selecting the cream of the crop. Because we had anticipated making some very large photographs of some of the shots, I set the camera for the finest quality image it offered; as a result we could not view the photos on my laptop; for these I needed the PC that I had specifically set up for this kind of work.
We grabbed a quick bite on the way home then almost ran to my office to view some of the shots. I pulled up an extra chair for Tracy and started downloading the first flashcard. Within a minute or so, thumbnails photos started popping up on my twenty-seven inch monitor.
"Oh my God," Tracy almost screamed in my ear, "Look at this stuff, honey; every one of them is incredible. Oh, how the hell are we supposed to pick one from the other here?" she questioned.
I had to admit, they were pretty damn good; of course it was nature's creation, but I did capture it in all its glory.



"I got it," yelled a deliriously happy Tracy as she kissed me on the cheek and threw her arms around my neck, "A one man show!"
"What, what kind of one man show?"
"YOU, silly; you're going to have a one man show at my gallery; oh God, honey; I'm going to showcase your talent, you'll be the most famous, sought-after photographer in Chicago. We'll pick the best hundred photos, if that's possible; anyway, you print them and I'll frame them. What do you say?"
Before I could even answer her she thought of something else.
"Oh, and we can have some hard cover books printed too; we'll put twenty shots in it and you can autograph them; oh, honey; we are going to have the best show this town ever saw. What do you think, babe?"
I watched the metamorphosis in total amazement as my warm, sensitive, sometimes submissive girlfriend made the conversion into the strong, confident business woman I saw when we first met. She grabbed her phone and was already about start the ball rolling when she suddenly stopped; I guess I must have looked a little dubious. I made my money as an industrial and commercial photographer, not shooting seascapes. I wondered if this could somehow have a negative impact on my business.
"I'm sorry, darling, sometimes I get carried away, I didn't really ask you if you'd even be interested in doing this, did I?
Tracy listened to my concerns and thought for a few minutes.
"Honey, just like you told me on the beach, I love you and would never do anything to hurt you in any way. If this is something you're not comfortable with then we'll forget the whole idea, but please think about it first. Personally, I think it would only enhance your business; in fact, if we did do this I think we should send personal invitations to all your clients so they can see that you're not only talented in one field, but that your talent as a photographer is endless; I believe your clients would respect your work even more than they do now." She ended her pitch by sitting on my lap, putting her arms around my neck and giving me a big sloppy kiss.
She was so confident, what could I say, "How big do you want the prints," I asked with a smile.
"That's my man," she responded, "What's the largest print you and make?"
She really got excited when I told her I could buy paper by the roll and make prints as large as forty-four inches wide.
Tracy went right to work; she set the date for October fifteenth, it was a Saturday and only five weeks away. Every night she and I would select more shots; I would make various size prints, then she would take them to work the next day and frame them. Of course working at my place well into the evening gave her an excuse to spend the night with me while all this was going on; that was something I was getting extremely used to.
In addition to everything else, Tracy took care of all the advertising, sending out personal invitations, and organizing the gallery; she was a busy woman.
When I agreed to the show I had my own little surprise in mind; all the preparations for it I made myself without Tracy's knowledge.
After closing the gallery the Friday before the show, once again, Tracy went into high gear. She enlisted the aid of her brother to help her, Angie, and myself with getting everything ready for the next morning. I asked Carl where Judy was; he told me she was home with the baby but they had a babysitter for Saturday so she'd be there for the first day of the show. We had two pizzas delivered and worked feverishly until everything was ready to go a little before midnight. Since she had been living with me since we returned from California, Tracy followed me home. We should have both been dead tired after all the work but the truth was we were still running on adrenaline. The next day was big day and we knew we needed sleep but we were just so worked up; we needed a way to relax.
All night long Tracy had definitely been in charge giving everyone instructions on just how she wanted everything done for the show; 'no, not there, over there; that goes here; I want that hung over there;'... it was time for me to take back control.
I got home a few minutes before she did and already had everything ready to be set up; it didn't take long; by the time she walked in I was ready. As soon as she walked into the dark living room she knew something was up.
"Sir?" she quietly inquired.
I activated the wireless remote in my hand; instantly my laptop projector jumped to life, flooding the room with photos of my beautiful, naked slave like an erotic light show. Bigger than life, one image after another quickly flashed against the large screen showing Tracy sensually bound against the majestic backdrop of Monterey Bay.
I heard her gasp as she saw herself for the first time; her nude shapely body was stretched taught with her arms extended high overhead and reaching for the twisted tree branch that supported her bonds. Her breasts were pulled high on her chest and stood out firm and proud. You could see her pussy glistening in the California sun from her secretions.
I was waiting behind the door and approached her from behind. "Yes," I stated, "Don't move," I told her as I unzipped her dress.
She closed her eyes and leaned her head back as I moved my hands across her shoulders. "How did you know," she whispered, "How did you know this was exactly what I needed tonight."
"Shhhh," I shushed her, "No talking, you will do exactly as I say; do you understand?"
"Yes, Master," she whisper again as her breathing got heavier.
I unhooked her bra and let it drop, the panties were next. I gently pulled her hands behind her and fastened them together with a pair of soft, leather cuffs, then walked her to a kitchen chair I had placed in the middle of the room and facing the sexually charge display flashing across the screen in front of her.
I inserted one of our new toys into her pussy; it was a remote control egg. I was hoping we could use it in public without anyone being the wiser, but even on the low setting, Tracy would have an explosive orgasm within minutes, that made it much too risky to use anywhere but at home.
I sat her down in the chair with her arms over the back. I then tied her ankles to the legs of the chair. She gasped as I tightened the nipple clamps and played with little chain connecting them. "Now, sweetheart," I said trying to sound menacing, "I'm going to turn the egg on but you are not allowed to cum before sucking me to completion, is that clear?"
"Yes, Master," she said breathlessly.
She gasped as I hit the switch for the egg. She was already squirming as I slipped my iron-like cock between her soft, luscious lips. I knew, as excited as I was, it wouldn't take her long to get me off, but she would still have to concentrate hard to keep herself from coming first.
I didn't time it, but I'm guessing it was less than five minutes before I erupted spewing cum by the bucket load, at least that's the way it felt. Tracy was working hard to stay off her impending euphoria; just as my deflating manhood slipped free from its warm home Tracy screamed with rapture.
A little weak in the knees myself, I stumbled back and sat on the edge of the couch. I turned the egg off and watched as my love slowly came back from her trip to the land of ecstasy. She opened her eyes but was still breathing hard. A big smile stretched across her beautiful face and she looked at me with love and respect.
I untied her and took her to bed where we slipped under the sheets for some traditional love making. Within minutes she had me hard as a rock again; for the next two hours we enjoyed one another as only two people in love can.
The next day I was up an hour before the alarm went off; I was too excited to go back to sleep. I didn't want to disturb Tracy so I gently slipped my arm out from under her and showered in the hall bathroom instead of the master bath. I put my robe on and went down stairs to make coffee. I had only been sitting for a few minutes when Tracy joined me.
"So, you excited?" she asked standing again in one of my white dress shirts.
"Oh yeah," I said with a smile.
"Not me, you idiot," she said walking over and giving me a kiss, "I mean about your show today," she chuckled.
"Oh that, yeah to tell you the truth, I am excited," I replied. I walked over to the counter and poured her a cup of brew, "here you go gorgeous," I said setting it down on the table, "have some coffee while I make us breakfast."
"How did you know exactly what I needed last night," she inquired sheepishly.
"I don't know, I just knew," I told her. I hadn't really thought about it but she was right, how did I know? I guess the intimacy we shared as a couple had become deeper than I realized, I was in tune with her inner most feelings. Thinking about it brought a smile to my face; I'm pretty sure Tracy thought the same way judging by the big grin on her face as well.
We got to the gallery a good hour before opening; even thought almost everything was done the night before we still had to make coffee, chill the drinking water, and put out some snacks. Angie was right behind us and Carl and Judy showed up a few minutes later.
We opened the doors at nine o'clock and I was shocked at the number of people that were waiting to get in. Almost instantly the gallery was crowded with the ooos and ahhs of impressed on lookers; in the first twenty minutes I had already sold six hundred dollars' worth of prints and autographed two books. By the time I started looking for Tracy's surprise at ten o'clock the gallery was packed.
I watched intently as the specially equipped SUV pulled up outside the front door; Tracy was busy talking to someone when the large side door of the vehicle opened and a man in a wheelchair was lowered to the sidewalk by an electric lift especially designed for that purpose. I saw Tracy catch the action out of the corner of her eye but didn't realize what was going on until the pretty grey haired lady stepped from the passenger side door and took her place behind the chair; she started pushing the man forward as the driver held the door for them.
"MOM, DAD," she shouted, "OH MY GOD," everyone stopped and looked as Tracy ran to her mother and dad with tears in her eyes, hugging and kissing them both; it was a couple minutes before Tracy's emotions would allow her to talk. "How did you get here?"
"Your nice young man over there arranged it for us," her mother told her. Tracy looked at me with tears of gratitude. About that time Carl and Judy, who were in the back helping with something, came out to see what the commotion was. They too rushed over and welcomed them with hugs and kisses.
Tracy had talked many times about how she tried to get her dad out of the house but he was self-conscious about his condition and didn't want anyone to see him like that. Tracy came over and put her arm around me while her brother fawned over their parents. "How did you do it; how did you get him to come?"
"It was easy," I replied.
She knew better and gave me a look that told me so.
"Okay, maybe not that easy. I had to do some flirting with you mother first. Once I got her on my side we double-teamed your dad. When I explained that this would be a very special day in the life of his daughter, he relented; after that you couldn't have held him back with an army," I told her.
"I love you," she said reaching up and kissing me on the cheek. She didn't know it yet but I had a couple more surprises to spring before the end of the day.
As the hours passed I grew more and more astonished at the interest generated by my photography. Between Tracy and me, we had printed and framed a hundred and ten shots in various sizes; in addition, she had two-hundred, hard cover coffee-table style books made containing another twenty shots; each book sold for twenty bucks. By three o'clock in the afternoon only sixty books were left and there was already a lot more bare wall seen than this morning.
"Didn't I tell you, honey?" Tracy whispered as she came over and grabbed my arm, "If there's one thing I know it's what people like to hang on their walls."
"I never even imagined anything like this," I said looking around. "I...well, I guess I'm just amazed that people are actually paying this kind of money to have one of my photos hanging on their wall."
Tracy smiled, "I figured everything up; we had about thirty-five thousand dollars' in inventory for the show; we haven't even complete the first day yet and we've sold two-thirds of it. I'm guessing we'll be sold out before the end of the day tomorrow."
I almost felt weak in the knees; of course I was sharing that fifty-fifty with Tracy, but even at that, seventeen grand wasn't half bad, especially when you considered all the fun Tracy and I had putting the whole thing together. I smiled and give her a kiss. "Honey, it's getting late and I imagine your parents are getting tired but there's something I want to do before they go," I told her. She looked curious as I ran into the back room where I had smuggled my surprise in from the back door. I walked back out to the gallery.
"Excuse me everyone," I said raising my voice to get everyone's attention. "I want to thank everyone for coming today and for all the flattering and generous comments you've given me; you really know how to bolster a guy's ego." That got a little chuckle from the crowd.
"I also want to thank the very lovely Tracy Anderson for talking me into doing this and for all the hard work she put into making this a truly memorable event. I also want to thank her assistant, Angie, and her brother, Carl and his lovely wife, Judy for helping as well." Everyone clapped.
"I also want to give a very special thanks to someone, for without them none of this would have been possible, Mr. and Mrs. Todd Anderson. As you..." I had to stop and minute while everyone applauded again.
"I'm sure you have all seen the unbelievably beautiful watercolor paintings for which Mr. Anderson is so famous; well, it was one of his paintings that inspired this entire exhibit and I would like to offer Mr. and Mrs. Anderson a small token of my appreciation."
As I finished my little speech I unwrapped their gift and presented it to Tracy's parents; I knew Mr. Anderson recognized it immediately by the look in his eye and the tear rolling down his cheek. "Oh, darling look, it's just like your painting," Mrs. Anderson said hugging her husband. Unable to speak any longer due to his illness, he rapidly nodded his head in agreement.
I heard a couple gasps, looked up and saw they came from Tracy and Carl; it had been the first either of them had seen it. It had been my secret project from the moment Tracy stood on the beach with tears in her eyes telling, me about her father painting those cliffs. I made the print during the day when Tracy was at the gallery and gave it to my framer. I picked it up on Friday before the show and smuggled into the shop earlier when Tracy was distracted. What no one knew yet, was that I also had smaller versions done for Tracy and Carl.
I slipped their driver a fifty to help Mr. and Mrs. Anderson in with the photo once they were home again. After that it seemed like the last couple hours flew by in moments. Tracy tallied up the day before we left; we had done twenty-two thousand dollars the first day.
After we locked up I suggested we eat down town since we were already there. We found a nice little place on Wacker Dr. and enjoyed dinner while my girl gushed all over me for giving her parents such a wonderful day. She couldn't get over how I snuck that big framed print into her gallery without her knowledge; if she thought that was something...just wait!
"That was good," I mentioned as we walked out of the restaurant, "Listen, it's such a beautiful night and we won't have many more for a while, what do say we stroll down to the lakefront."
She reached up on her tiptoes and kissed me again; I took that as a yes. We went down by the rocks and watched as the full moon rose from its watery veil and lit a path skipping along the waves and ending at our feet.
Tracy laid her head on my shoulder as I put my arm around her and pulled her tightly to my side. "I just don't know how I will ever thank you for what you did for dad and mom," she sighed.
Here goes, I thought as I took a deep breath. "Honey, have you ever thought about all the things we've shared since knowing each other?"
"Shared? No... I guess I hadn't really thought about it, why?"
"Well I was thinking the other day, we share a love for art in almost any form; we share a love for Shakespeare, you shared your inner most secrets and desires with me; we shared a vacation..."
She was starting to look at me a little funny, I know she was wondering where all this talk about sharing was leading; I reached in my pocket and brought out a tiny box..."Honey, I have some I want to share with you," she put her hand to her mouth in silent disbelief as I knelt down on one knee, "My darling, Tracy Anderson, I want to share the rest of my life with you," I said presenting her with a ring.
"Oh my God, honey; YES," she almost screamed, "Oh God how I love you, my darling man, yes, yes, yes, I will marry you!"
She leaned down and showered me with hugs, kisses, and tears of joy. I guess you could say it was a day I'll never forget. Later that night was also very memorable, Tracy made sure of it.
Sunday at the gallery was even busier than the day before; Carl and Judy were there again giving us a hand. Thank God Tracy knew to have a catalog printed because by the afternoon we had very few actual prints left and she was now taking orders for more.
I was talking with client of mine who was telling me he just order a large print for his office when I felt a tap on my shoulder and a familiar voice, "Hello, Dalton."
I turned around and stared right into the big brown eyes of the woman who was once my universe. "Jean," I said a little breathlessly. I often wondered how I'd feel if I ran into her again. I never did hate her; I remember thinking at the time I wished I could; it might have made the pain easier to deal with. Now, seeing her again reminded me of the pain but it wasn't really there anymore; Tracy did a good job of replacing it with love.
"How are doing?" she asked holding out her hand.
"I'm doing well, Jean, how about yourself?"
She smiled a little sheepishly but ignored my question as she looked around a little until her eyes fell on one of the last remaining large photos hanging on the side wall. "I guess you are doing well; this is fantastic, Dalton; your own one man show at a beautiful, down town gallery; when did you start doing stuff like this?"
Just then Tracy came over to give me an update on the sales; she took a hold of my arm and kissed me on the cheek then stretched out her hand to Jean, of course not knowing who she was, "Hello, ma'am, I see you've met the photographer; have you had a chance to look around? I'm sorry but we have very few pieces left; however, we do have catalogs over there on the table and we are taking orders..."
"Ah, honey," I thought I might as well interrupt, she was just wasting her breath anyway; I noticed Jean's face as I started to introduce them, she looked like she was about to be hit by a freight train. "This is Jean, my ex-wife; Jean, this is Tracy, the owner of this beautiful gallery and my fiancée."
It was almost imperceptible but I heard the tiniest gasp from Jean. She looked at Tracy then back at me, "Oh...I, ah...congratulations," she said unsuccessfully trying to force a small smile.
"Thank you," Tracy replied in her usual cheery way.
I could see the pain in Jean's face; evidently she didn't have anyone in her life yet and I had the distinct feeling she came hoping to rekindle a spark. I saw her eyes glistening with moisture.



"Well, let me go look around and see some of your stuff," she said using that as an excuse to turn away so we wouldn't see her tears.
I watched as she walked over and stared at one of the large photos we had left; I saw her try and sneak a tissue from her purse and covertly dry her eyes. I felt Tracy tugging on my arm and followed her to the table on the other side of the gallery.
"She's still in love with you, you know that, right?" she whispered.
"Yeah, I kind of got that impression myself," I said. I looked at Tracy; she had a big heart and I could tell she felt sorry for Jean. "What can I do?" I said answering the non-verbal question she asked with only her eyes.
"Here," she said picking up the last coffee-table book we had left, "Write something nice in here and give it to her for old time sake."
I wasn't really sure I wanted to do that, I didn't want to send the wrong signal, but one look into the kind face of my new woman and I knew I could be charitable; hopefully she would take it for what it was, a final parting gift.
To Jean;
We share a lot of great memories together. I wish you the very best and a future filled with more happy times.
Signed;
Dalton
"How's that?" I asked showing Tracy what I wrote.
She leaned over and gave me another kiss. "Perfect; you're a good man," she told me, "That's just one of the reasons I love you."
"Coming with me to give it to her?" I asked.
"No, you do it alone; if I went it might not seem genuine."
"Okay," I responded walking toward Jean. She was still staring at the seascape and dabbing her eyes when she thought no one was looking. "Jean," she turned around still trying her best to smile, "Listen, I want you have this; we had a lot of good times together and...well, I just thought you might like it."
She looked surprise as I offered her the book; she pretty much gave up trying to hold the tears back; they were now streaming down her face as she read the inscription. "Thank you, Dalton," she wept, "I sincerely wish nothing but happiness for you and your new bride; I mean that from my heart; I just wish it could have been me," she said starting to break up. She clutched the book to her heart, reached up and gave me a kiss, then made a B-line for the door; that would be the last we would see or hear of Jean for a couple of years.
The following June, Tracy and I were married. My buddy, Jack was my best man; we both stood in front of the minister and watched the most beautiful bride in the world walk next to her father who was being pushed up the aisle by Tracy's brother, Carl. I doubt there was a dry eye in the place; no one knew how much longer Mr. Anderson had and everyone there was just happy that he could be a part of his daughter's wedding.
For our honeymoon we went back to Monterey Bay; this time, in addition to shooting the most gorgeous spot on earth were wind and surf meet sand, we also came back with several hundred pictures of Fisherman's Wharf and Cannery Row...more than enough for another show.
Tracy knew what she was talking about when she said that first show would strengthen my business. I no longer had to solicit for new clients, they came looking for me and, 'Dalton's commercial photography,' is no longer a one man business, I had to hire two more photographers, a graphic artist and a secretary.
Tracy and I continue to experiment with bondage and a little S/M in the bedroom; in fact, it actually became a pretty integral part of our love making. On more than one occasion Tracy went into the gallery with a sore bottom; I especially like coming home after a hard day to find my naked slave waiting for me on her knees with a scotch in her hand, then of course, performing her oral duties while I drink it. Of course this is strictly between us. We do not associate with the D/s life-style crowd, nor do we go to bondage parties, or clubs, and are, and always will be, completely monogamous.
Epilogue...
It had been three years since the night I proposed to Tracy; a lot has happened since. After coming back from our honeymoon, Tracy put together another show; it did so well that she opened a second gallery in the Northwest suburbs. It's considerably smaller but it's doing very well. She also solicited a publishing company who was happy to produce a book of my photography; it too is doing well.
Tracy's father succumbed to his illness about a year ago; her mother, bless her heart, took care of him until he took his last breath. Carl and Judy built a little apartment onto the back of their house and moved her in with them. She has her own living room, bedroom, and kitchenette so she can still enjoy some independence and privacy.
Of course the real news is the birth of the sweetest little child God ever created, our daughter, Taylor. She's six months old now and looks more like her mother every day.
I know, some of you are asking what ever happened to Jean. Well, I ran into her dad about a year ago, he told me she still worked at Werthington Industries and seemed to be doing well...at least with that part of her life. He admitted he was worried about her though; Jean had signed up with a couple of those on-line dating sites that specialize in the BD/SM life-style. A few times he'd seen her after a date and he could see marks on her body from being tied up and whipped. He said he prayed that she'd meet someone and settle down some day...someone like me, he said.
The other day was so beautiful out that Tracy and I put Taylor in the buggy and went for a long walk. "Dalton?" I heard as we passed by a park bench. Tracy and I both looked over and saw Jean. For a minute I thought she was about to come unglued when she saw Taylor; I knew instantly she thought back to our conversations about starting a family; she didn't even try to mask her expression of regret, but she did manage to hold it together and even asked if she could hold her. We let her do most of the talking while cradling our daughter in her arms. She told us she had been promoted at work and that she was doing well; but although she tried to put on a show of contentment, there was an unmistakable sadness in her eyes.
As we were getting ready to go Jean spotted the silver choker Tracy was wearing, "Oh Tracy, I love your choker," she said.
"Thank you, it was a gift from Dalton," Tracy said leaning forward so Jean could get a better look. "I'd take it off so you could see it better but there's an inscription inside that I'm afraid is very personal and for my eyes only; besides that it's locked on and only Dalton has the key.
Suddenly Jean's eyes widened and I knew she recognized it for what it was. "It's locked on?...It's a...a slave collar?"
Tracy smiled; she knew Jean was into the life-style, only someone who was would know the significance of the choker; she had that devilish little grin of hers as she looked at Jean and quickly raised her eyebrows a couple times, "Come on, master," she said giving me a kiss, we have to get going."
I took Taylor from Jean and laid her in the stroller; we said our goodbyes and continued our walk leaving Jean sitting on the bench. As we left I looked over my shoulder at Jean who still had a shocked look on her face. "You should have asked, Jean; you should have asked," I told her.
The End
Or is it...?
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Terry could hardly contain her glee; it had taken months of scheming and maneuvering. She had plotted, connived, and conspired; she had twisted the facts and stretched the bounds of her honesty to the max. There had been arguments, some turning into major fights, but with each one she sensed a small piece of his resolve being chipped away.
At times she saw anger in his eyes, other times it was hurt and pain, but she was prepared for that; she knew it was necessary for the next chapter in their marriage. In the end it would work out for the best and they would both be happier, she was sure of it.
She'd done what millions of other wives' had before her and manipulated him using the pleasures of her body as a weapon; she'd refused his love making or any carnal pleasures for long periods of time and only relinquished in the face of a small concession on his part. She was wearing him down; she could see it in his face.
It was an uphill struggle with calculated risks along the way, it wasn't easy but finally she was there, sitting across from her soon-to-be lover while having a romantic dinner for two; the setting was intimate, the restaurant cozy; oh how she waited for this moment, the night would be magic, and she owed it all to an article she read in a women's magazine.
For years she felt her marriage was lacking something; not that she didn't love her husband or that he didn't love her, they both loved one another very much; he was kind and considerate, always putting her first, even in the bedroom; but that article had her panties wet before she finished it.
Yes, it was exactly what she needed; but who, and how; how could she get her loving husband to agree to something so contrary to his own personality?
The who came to her like a flash of lightning when Carter became a new employee where she worked. He was tall, six-two at least, with broad shoulders and a big pompadour of black hair like Elvis; he was younger than she, by seven or eight years at least; and she could tell the minute she saw him watching her, that he was interested.
When they first had lunch together she discovered he was cocky and brash; perfect for what she wanted. She confided in him and included him as a co-conspirator in her devious plan; it brought a gleam to his eye and a stiffness to his groin.
Now the how; it was going to take time, she'd have to be careful; she didn't want to jeopardize what she had; after all, she did love him.
She became an insatiable reader on the subject. She read books, articles, blogs, and short stories. When she felt she was ready, she started to implement her diabolical stratagem. She initiated her plan by leaving an article for him to see, but when he didn't bother to read it, she cautiously brought it to his attention saying one of her co-workers used the method to spice up her marriage.
When she suggested it might be fun to try themselves he hit the roof telling her he would never agree to such a ridiculous idea and if she persisted in her quest it would cause the end of their marriage; but that was months ago and she reveled in her cleverness; she had tamed him, and now she would see her plan through to fruition.
"So, is he going to watch us?" Carter asked.
"I doubt it, at least not at first. He'll probably go to the spare bedroom but he'll be able to hear us so make sure you're vocal, it'll add to his humiliation," she said being so proud of herself.
"Do I call him cucky and cuckold?"
"Oh absolutely," she replied with a chuckle.
"And you're sure he's not going to get violent?"
"No, he's not very happy but he won't throw any punches or anything like that; I know him."
"Do you have him locked in one of those...what do you call them?"
"Chastity devises? No, not yet, but that's next on the agenda." She couldn't help but grin at the thought of being able to control his orgasms; that's real power she deliberated.
"I can't believe it. When you told me what you were going to do I never thought you'd get away with it, but I have to give you credit, you pulled it off."
She basked in her future lover's praise; after all, it was nothing she hadn't told herself.
Carter could feel his dick hardening at just the thought of taking another man's wife; it was the ultimate disgrace for any husband. "What did he say when you left; I mean, he knows I'm coming home with you; he knows I'm going to fuck his woman in his bed...did he cry or beg you not to come tonight?"
"Actually it was a little strange," she said pondering his question for a moment, "he didn't do either. He just sat on the side of the bed and watched as I got dressed and put on my make-up. He did look awful hurt when I took off my wedding rings and strung them through the little gold chain necklace he gave me on our anniversary; see," she said holding it up so her young paramour to get a good look. "I told him it was just a symbol of my new freedom and that I would put them back on my finger when you left in the morning."
"He was definitely pouting after that," she continued, "he waited until I was almost ready then he disappeared. I looked for him as I was headed out but I have no idea where he went. He didn't even say goodbye or give me a kiss before I left. I'm sure he's pissed but he'll get over it. For one thing I haven't let him touch me sexually for the last three weeks, but I told him if he's a good boy tonight, when you and I are done, he can have me anytime he wants for the next two nights. That'll cheer him up.
"All this talk is making me horny as hell; are you ready to go?" asked the impetuous young man.
They paid the check and he followed her home. Terry was surprised to see no lights on in the house. Could he have gone to bed already, she wondered.
Carter was right behind her as they entered. "Here cucky, cucky, cucky; where are you? Get over here so you can watch me take you wife away from you."
"Shhhh; give the poor guy a break, will you?" she said giving him a playful punch in the arm. "Why don't you make yourself comfortable on the couch for a minute while I go find him. He has an office set up in the basement, he's probably down there."
She opened the door but the lights were off down there too. "Honey; honey are you down here?" she yelled just in case. There was no response.
"Is he down there?" Carter asked anxious to rub her husband's nose in his cuckolding.
"No, he must be in the guest room; he was probably still moping and went to bed early. I hope he's not in the master bedroom; if he is he's in big trouble," she said climbing the stairs.
Terry looked inside the guest room but it looked undisturbed; damn him, she thought as she turned and stormed into the master bedroom, but he wasn't there either. Well what the hell, she asked herself? She never thought to look for his car in the garage; he wouldn't dare leave, he knew damn well she wanted him here for the night.
Just for curiosity sake she looked in his closet and gasped at discovering all his clothes were gone; "Oh my God," she yelled. Just then something caught her eye, he left it on the dresser, his wedding ring; under the ring were some papers. On top of the first page was the heading, 'Dissolution of Marriage,' in bold letters.
Terry's heart felt as if it would burst from the pain, tears streamed down her face; "What have I done?" she asked, "Oh my God, what have I done?" Now she knew what he meant for the past several months when he said, NO!
The End
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Prologue:
Since the request for a sequel to, "It's Against the Law," was so overwhelming, I decided to go for it. I know from your emails, some of you will be disappointed as to how this story unfolds but I have to stay true to the characters as I created them.
Also, where its predecessor dabbled with bondage as a light, underlining theme, this first chapter deals with the subject in a much more violent manner; it is not my usual style but I felt it was necessary for the development of the story.
I do hope everyone enjoys this story as much as they did the original. Although I believe this story will stand on its own, if you haven't read the original I would encourage you do so. It might help you understand this one a little better.
Thanks again.
*
As they left Dalton looked over his shoulder at Jean who still had a shocked look on her face. "You should have asked, Jean; you should have asked," he told her.
Suddenly her stomach twisted in knots; she felt her gastric acids forcing their way up her esophagus; she leaned over and the foul tasting yellow and green slime spewed from her mouth and nose, burning her senses as it splattered with disgust, soaking into the concrete sidewalk.
Terrified that they heard the repulsive sounds of her retching Jean looked in their direction, but they had already walked far enough away that she was saved from humiliation. She stood while grabbing a tissue from her purse and made a hasty retreat in the direction of her apartment.
Never, in the four years since their divorce, had Jean felt such a sense of loss; all this time the only thing that had kept her from losing it entirely was the knowledge, that had she and Dalton stayed together, she would have never been able to explore her sexually submissive nature; at least that's what she kept telling herself. It was a tiny consolation for losing the man she loved but she needed it, it was all she had left.
She ran toward the sanctuary of her flat, almost hysterical in her grief since seeing her ex-husband with his new wife...his new, 'submissive' wife! 'You should have asked,' he told her, shattering the myth to which she clung.
How; how could she ask? Dalton was her white knight, her King Arthur, her Robin Hood, and she was his Maid Marian. How could she have taken a chance on destroying that image; at the time she tried to bring herself to talk to him but just couldn't. When Irv, a co-worker, suggested they try a few little bondage games together it seemed like the perfect solution; what could it hurt, they weren't really going to do anything and there was no way Dalton would ever find out.
It started out so innocent, the first few times they didn't even take their clothes off; it was fun, she felt so naughty. Then they got a little more daring and the next thing Jean knew she was tied up in just her bra and panties while Irv was feeling her up and fingering her to an orgasm. She was helpless to stop him; that was the point; it was thrilling and oh so erotic. As time went on Irv became more aggressive, and she let him.
Then came the day her life stopped. For the first time since starting their innocent bondage games she'd agreed to be blindfolded and tied to the bed naked; she reveled in her vulnerability as clamps were tightly attached to her nipples; she writhed with wicked delight as the phallic shaped vibrator was pushed into her defenseless pussy. On top of that she was going to allow Irv to, 'force' himself in her mouth. That's when all hell broke loose; until her dying day, her heart will break all over again whenever she remembers the two words Irv spoke that day in the motel room; the two words that ended her world...'It's Dalton.'
Jean rushed inside slamming the door behind her then slumped to the floor hugging her knees to her chest and cried.
***
What; what was happening? Jean was in a fog, her mind was groggy; where was she; what time was it? What was that noise, that ringing...her phone; she realized the ringing noise must be her phone.
She swung her legs over the side of the bed and noticed she was still in her clothes from the day before; she blinked trying to clear the dried remnants of tears from her eyes, that's when things started coming back to her. The last thing she remembered was sitting with her back against the door and crying but she must have flopped down on the bed then cried herself to sleep.
Oh shit, did she sleep all night; what day was it, she wondered? She searched for her cell and found it still in her jean's pocket, the same jeans she was wearing when she saw 'them.'
"Hello," she uttered weakly.
"Jean, are you okay?" came a worried voice from the other end.
"Yeah, I...I think so, who..." her mind still wasn't working to capacity yet.
"Jean, it's Bel, are you sure you're okay; you don't sound good."
"Ah, yeah, I'm okay, I think I must have fallen asleep, what time is it?"
"It's after ten; everybody's wondering where you are; you didn't even call in, what's going on?"
Jean was starting to emerge from her daze, she recognized the concern in Bel's voice; she also realized it was Monday morning and she was supposed to have been at work an hour ago.
"Oh shit," she blurted out now aware of her predicament. "Bel, do me a favor, tell Mr. Jacobson I wasn't feeling well this morning but I'm better now and I'll be there by noon, will you please."
"Well, you're in luck there, girl," said Bel, "Mr. Jacobson is out of the office and won't be in until two, so hurry up and get your ass in here."
"I have to grab a shower then I'll be there as quickly as I can," she responded. As Jean disconnected the call the rumbling in her stomach told her she should have something to eat before taking that shower. As she plodded out to the kitchen she recalled more and more from the previous day. She remembered seeing her ex-husband, his new wife, and their newborn daughter as they walked by the park bench where she was sitting. She thought back to their conversation and then she remembered the source of her grief; she remembered seeing the silver choker and recognizing it as a slave collar, a sardonic symbol of the life she could have shared with her loving husband.
New tears started to form as she scrambled a couple eggs. She condemned herself for being such a fool; she could have had it all if she only had the faith in her husband she should have had and told him of her submissive fantasies. Even if he wasn't interested in participating, she should have known he wouldn't have stopped loving her; only the pain of finding her with another man could do that.
As the week progressed, Jean tried to find some solace; at least some. For the last couple of years she hadn't been dating at all; not within the BD/SM community or out. She decided she needed to start socializing again. Jean never used her computer at work for anything that wasn't business connected, so she waited until she was home alone before visiting some of the bondage related networking sites she discovered after their divorce; there were two in particular, they were supposedly the best and the only two where she had registered a profile.
As usual with most females, she found in excess of three hundred emails; most from horny old men looking for an easy lay, but there were also some she felt were legitimate. When she checked the other site she found about the same situation.
This is going to take a while, she thought, so before wading through the sea of messages in an attempt to select her perfect partner, Jean decided to grab something to eat, and maybe have some wine beforehand.
After an hour or so later she was feeling more content with a full stomach and a slight buzz. She sat down and started to muddle through her daunting task. Most of the messages were quickly eliminated but there were a few that stood out. She wasn't looking for a one night stand or to just play, she was looking for a relationship, or at least a reasonable fact simile. She needed something or someone to take her mind off of Dalton and his new family.
She had singled out four such candidates and took a look at their profiles. One lived over an hour's drive from her but the other three were from the surrounding suburbs. She decided on a little test. On another website she was looking at earlier, she noticed a local 'Slosh,' being held a week from that Friday night. These were usually small, informal, social events for those in the BD/SM life-style, and a good place to meet new people. She wrote the three men she had separated from the pack and told each one she would be there; let's see if they show, she thought. It would be a safe environment and she could get to know them a little before lining up any dates.
The following Sunday she went to her parents for dinner and mentioned seeing Dalton and his wife, Tracy. Her eyes teared up again as she told them how they let her hold their baby. She tried so hard to put on a happy face, but even after all the time that had elapsed, the pain of her loss was written clearly across her face.
"Honey," her mom said as she reached over and laid her hand on top of Jean's, "You're still young, you'll find someone again; someone who will grab your heart and hold on for dear life."
"I don't know, mom; it's already been four years and I haven't found anyone even in the same league as Dalton; I still love him, I think I always will."
"Jean, honey," her dad chimed in, "I love Dalton like a son, but he's not the only fish in the sea; there are others out there, you just have to reel one in, that's all."
Jean nodded her head in agreement, but she knew it wasn't as easy as her dad seemed to think. Maybe she'd find someone next week, she thought; well, hoped really.
As each day of the following week ticked by, Jean found herself getting more excited about Friday night's, 'Slosh.' Toward the middle of the week she again reviewed the profiles of the three men she asked to meet her there.
She had a good feeling, maybe it was false hope, but it was hope. Thursday, after work, she went shopping for the right outfit to wear. She found a sheer, but not too sheer, black blouse and a short, tight black skirt that asked the question, 'can you handle me?'
Four inch, black heels she already had; her biggest decision left was whether to wear comfortable underwear or buy something sexy. Who was going to see it, she thought originally, I'll just wear my normal black lace undies; but as she passed by the display window of Victoria's Secret, she changed her mind. I want to feel sexy, I want to feel irresistible, she told herself...sexy it is. Now she was getting wet just thinking about it as she looked for something that would put her in the right mood. She found a pair of black thong panties and a matching half bra. Perfect, she muttered under her breath.
In spite of her excitement, she waited in the parking lot until several people had entered and she knew the party was in full swing before making her entrance. She had only been to one or two of these get-togethers in the past but had a pretty good idea of the kind of competition she would have.
Unfortunately, most of those lingering around and competing for her attentions, were the same people she had ruled out on the websites. She kept looking, hoping to see at least one of the three stand-outs she selected but after the first hour she was giving up hope; Jean decided she would finish her drink and leave.
Just as she drained the last of her white wine she felt someone gently bump her arm, "Here, take this," said the masculine voice from her left. Jean looked over and saw one of the men from the website standing next to her with new glass of wine. Jean hesitated; she always liked getting her own drinks when she was out; in this day and age date rape drugs were just too easily available. She looked up at him but made no move for the drink.
"You're Jean, right?" he asked.
"That's right, and if I remember correctly, you go by Sir Kevin?"
He smiled in a way that told her she had it right. "Here," he said pushing the drink in front of her, "Take this, it's safe; there's nothing in it except wine," he told her. She cautiously took it from him. "Come on, let's find a place to sit and talk."
Out of the guys she picked out, he was the one she really hoped would show up; he was certainly the most handsome of the three. She learned his real name was Kevin McMichaels and he worked as a service manager for auto dealership. Jean became a little more comfortable as they talked and finally felt confident enough to take her first sip of wine.
He appeared to be everything she'd hoped for, at least as far as she knew so far. He was tall, probably six-two, and well built; he had thick, sandy blond hair and blue eyes. Once they got the basics out of the way he asked her what she was looking for in a Dom.
"I'm not really looking for anything full time; ah, wait, let me clarify that, I don't mean I'm not looking for a full-time relationship, I'm just not a full-time slave or anything like that. I just like to feel helpless sometimes, I guess you could call it a rape fantasy, with the emphasis on fantasy," she said with a smile. "I'm not really into pain either, although maybe just a little now and then would be okay."
Kevin sat across the table nodding his head at times and paying close attention as Jean explained her desires. "Have you had any long-term relationships; I mean as far as an alternative life-style kind of thing?" he asked.
"No, well...when I first started experimenting but that turned out to be a disaster," she said with a sad expression. "Years ago I started experimenting with someone; we played bondage games for several months but it ended badly."
"Who ended it; you or him?"
"My husband, actually; he caught us together." Jean wasn't sure why she was being so open with a perfect stranger, maybe it was because she was hoping so badly that something would develop and she didn't want a new relationship to start with secrets between them.
"I see," he said sternly, "so I'm guessing you're divorced then?"
"Yes, for the last four years," she confirmed.
"Jean, if we did get together for any kind of relationship I wouldn't tolerate any cheating..."
"Oh no," she interjected, "Believe me, I've learned my lesson; I would never do that again," she stated.
There was a slight lull in the conversation; Kevin stared at her while thinking over what she said. "You're an extremely pretty woman, Jean," he said finally.
"Thank you, Kevin," she replied blushing just a little.
"Do you have any tattoos or piercings?"
"No, I don't really go in for that," responded Jean.
"Good, there's nothing worse than getting a woman's clothes off only to find a tattoo on her ass saying, 'property of mad max,' he told her with a chuckle.
Jean was really getting to like him. So many guys at those functions would try to get into a woman's pants right away, or try to impress her with how dominant they could be, but Kevin seemed confident, sure of himself, but not overbearing; he was obviously intelligent and had a good sense of humor.
"Excuse me, Kevin, I have to visit the little girls room," she said standing up with a smile.
After Jean had completed her business in the bathroom she stood in front of the mirror primping a little; a heavy set woman who was dressed in more traditional, 'slave's,' clothing walked up beside her to wash her hands. "Be careful of the guy you're sitting with," she said looking at Jean's reflection in the mirror.
"Who, you mean Kevin?"
"Yeah, Kevin; he can be a mean one, real mean," she replied.
"He seems pretty nice to me," Jean responded a little defensively.
"Okay, honey; don't say I didn't warn you." With that the heavy set woman with tattoos up and down her arm walked out, leaving Jean to think about what she said.
Jealously, Jean said to herself, it's everywhere. Still...now she was starting to wonder, a small shiver went up her spine. Damn she hated all this dating and socializing crap; she wasn't a kid anymore. Oh how she longed for Dalton.
Jean looked like she about to cry when sat back down. "Hey, what's going on; what's the matter?" Kevin asked.
"Nothing, I was just thinking about something that made me sad, that's all," she said taking a tissue and wiping her eyes.
"Well, maybe I can cheer you up a little. It's getting a little late to do anything tonight, but how about dinner tomorrow night, say seven o'clock; I'll pick you up," he told her with a smile.
Jean was apprehensive; she could still hear the words of that woman in the washroom. Did she have an agenda of some kind; why would she lie? Jean tried to study his eyes; they say they're the window to the soul; what kind of a soul did he have; she didn't know, he seemed nice but she just couldn't tell? She decided to error on the side of caution.
"Ah, that sounds like fun, I'd love it, but I have some things to do after work so why don't I meet you there," she responded. "Did you have a place in mind?"
Kevin's wide, friendly smile made her wonder if she was being too cautious; then she noticed the woman from the washroom looking her way and shaking her head, and once again she felt a small cringe in the pit of her stomach.
All day Saturday Jean spent her time wondering, worrying if she did the right thing; that woman's warning still rang in her head. Why would a stranger say something like that to her if it wasn't true? Was it as she originally thought...jealousy? Or maybe she had a grudge against him for some reason, it was too late now; nervously, Jean got ready for her date.
She picked out something sexy, but not overly so; certainly nothing like she wore to the, 'Slosh.' She thought she saw some disappointment in Kevin's face when he greeted her at the restaurant, tough, she thought, it's our first date, what did he expect?
As the night developed it appeared Kevin didn't really expect much; in fact he was a perfect gentleman and by the end of the evening Jean was thoroughly convinced the woman in the washroom was exactly as she expected...jealous; that was the only reason she could think of for her to make such an outlandish comment about Kevin.
After dinner they talked for a few minutes in the parking lot before he leaned in and gave her a soft, tender kiss goodbye. She felt her heart flutter and her expectations rose considerably as she drove home.
The next day he called to say what a wonderful time he'd had and asked if he could call back in a couple of days to arrange something for the end of the week; she gladly accepted.
Over the next two weeks Jean couldn't be happier; even though Kevin knew of her submissive tendencies he treated her with consideration and respect. She loved his attentive ways but was beginning to wonder if his gentleman-like qualities would carry through to the bedroom; she hoped they would not. Behind closed doors she wanted to be dominated; told what to do, not asked. She longed to be helplessly bound and forced to endure him ravaging her body, within limits of course. What will he do, she wondered, will he make love to me or will he fuck me hard, taking what is his? She was getting anxious to find out.
She had known Kevin a full month and during that time he had been nothing but courteous and polite so she had no reservations about having him meet her folks. It was their thirty-fifth anniversary in another week and Jean had a wonderful night planned for them with dinner and dancing; now she also had a date for herself.
As they sat and talked in the restaurant, jean could tell her dad and mom were also impressed with Kevin; only when the two ladies were alone did her mom express any hesitations.
"Kevin seems like a nice man, honey, where did you meet him?"
Both of Jean's parents knew of her fascination with bondage and that kind of life-style; they didn't approve but she was their daughter so they supported her while at the same time, prayed that she would lose interest in that kind of thing.



Jean saw no reason to lie to her mother. "I met him at a slosh, mom."
"So he's one of those...what do you call them...Doms?" she asked with an air of disapproval in her voice.
"Yes, mom, although to be honest, he hasn't acted much like a one; hell, he's been more considerate than some of the regular guys I went out with."
Jean's mom gave a little sigh, "Just be careful, honey; please. I don't trust anyone who likes to abuse women, even if they do enjoy it."
"Mom, I'm not into being abused, it's..."
"I know, honey," her mom interrupted, "You've told me all about it; I still consider it abuse," she said with a slight scowl, "Look, honey, you're my daughter and I love you very much; I just don't want to see you hurt. All I'm saying is, take your time. I know it's been a long time since you've had someone special in your life and I don't want to see you jumping into something until you're sure, that's all."
"Thanks, mom," Jean said as she leaned over and kissed her mother on the cheek, "I'll be careful, I promise."
Just then the men returned to the table with everyone's drinks. The rest of the evening couldn't have gone any smoother. After dinner they all went to a dance club where her parents jitterbug moves were envied by the throngs of younger onlookers.
During a slow dance, Jean couldn't help but smile as she pressed herself against Kevin's chest and took comfort in his strong arms...not to mention the stiff cock that was pushing against her pelvic bone.
That following Wednesday, Kevin took Jean to the show. It wasn't really a movie she would have selected and she would have appreciated a little input instead of simply being told what movie they would see, but this had been the first time he had displayed any dominant behavior of any kind so she wasn't about to complain.
As they sat in the darkened cinema she felt Kevin's hand moving up her thigh; it had been a long time since she'd had sex of any kind; she was definitely ready.
They were in a public place but she couldn't help herself; Jean moved her hips to meet his invading fingers. She heard Kevin snicker with self-confidence, maybe even arrogance as he felt her wet panties. He turned sideways in his seat, not caring who saw him push her panties aside.
After several weeks, for the first time, she was seeing a new side to Kevin and she liked it, although she preferred to submit in the bedroom, not a crowded theatre. "Oh, God, not here," she whispered.
Without saying a word he put his free arm around her neck and pulled her face closer to his, then covered her lips with his own. She felt him force his tongue to mingle with her own.
She knew she shouldn't allow it, but it felt so good to have this powerful man finally take her. She felt his strong hand caressing her pussy; she gasped with a long overdue sense of euphoria as his finger slipped inside of her. Jean lost track of her surroundings as her breathing quickened. Already lost in rapture, Kevin's voice barely penetrated her consciousness as he whispered in her ear, "Is my little slut going to embarrass herself by coming in a crowded theatre?"
"No," she sighed trying to fight against her building orgasm, "Please, don't make me do this," she pled, "Not here."
"Yes, right here," he said softly, "I want you to come for your master, but do it quietly or everyone's going to know," he said continuing to drive his finger in and out of longing pussy with increased force.
"Jean's breathing was becoming erratic; she was desperately trying to hold back the impending explosion of pent up love juice.
"Oh," she sighed a little too loudly.
"Shhhhh," Kevin told her with a sadistic laugh.
She couldn't hold back any longer when she felt his hand reach down and pinch her nipple. She cried out, mortified with her ecstasy as she climaxed.
Kevin held his finger up so she could see it coated with her fluids, "Suck it," he told her parting her lips. Still in a state of euphoria, she no longer cared who saw her. She took it in her mouth and worked it like a small cock until it was completely clean. Kevin knew he had her right where he wanted her.
"Hey," whispered the guy sitting in the row of seats behind them; he leaned forward, almost touching the back of their chairs so he wouldn't disturb the others around them, "Why don't you guys get a room and let us watch the movie," he said angrily.
Kevin looked at the patron from the corner of his eye, "Can she help it if she's a slut?" he said quietly laughing. "I'll tell you what, come on up here and I'll let you feel her up."
Hearing that, an angry woman sitting next to the man also leaned forward, "I'll give you thirty seconds to leave before I call the police," she snapped.
Obviously his wife, thought Kevin, and she's pissed; probably time to go.
Jean was still recovering from her sexual high as Kevin took her by the arm and led her up the aisle as everyone stared and snickered at the man and his slut.
By the time they reached the outdoors Jean had fully recovered. "What did you do that for?" she angrily yelled as she pulled her arm from his grasp. "What the hell's wrong with you? All this time you've been a perfect gentleman and then you go and pull something like that; what if there was someone in there who knows me?"
"Calm down," he said in a stern voice, "I was just having a little fun; no harm done."
"Look," she said still perturbed, "When I said I was submissive I meant in the bedroom, not in public."
"Okay, okay, maybe I did go a little overboard, but you can't tell me you didn't have fun; have you ever done anything like that before?"
"No, and I don't intend on doing anything like that again, either," she said looking into his big blue eyes. She did have to admit, but only to herself, it was kind of fun.
"Alright," he said in a condescending manner, "From now on I'll save the Dom stuff for the bedroom...deal?" he said holding out his hand.
She smiled, "Deal," she said with a single pump handshake.
Kevin gripped her firmly and pulled her into his chest; "But right now you owe me, I got you off, now it's your turn. Come on, you can give me a nice blow job in the back seat of my car where no one will see us."
All kinds of thoughts raced through Jean's head as she accompanied him through the parking lot. What happened? Where did her polite, chivalrous boyfriend go, and who was this forceful Dom taking his place? She wasn't sure she liked this new turn of events; it was a little scary. Still...she was excited; more so than she'd been in a very long time. She could feel the moisture between her legs with every step, she was literally sopping.
Jean was so preoccupied in her thoughts she didn't even realize they had arrived at Kevin's car until she heard him open the door.
"Come on, crawl in there and kneel on the floor so no one sees you."
She passively did as she was told; it was fun.
Kevin slid in next and closed the door. He undid his pants then lifted his hips and pulled them and his shorts down at the same time. Jean watched as his manhood sprang to life.
"There it is, babe; from now on my cock is your God and you will worship it as such; understand?
"Yes," she said looking up at her new Dom.
"Yes what?" he snapped.
"Yes, Sir Kevin," she said remembering what he wanted to be called from his website profile.
"Okay, get busy."
Jean leaned forward and took a long, slow lick from his balls, all the way up the shaft.
"Oh yeah," he sighed. Just as she started to tongue him again he told her to stop. "Wait a minute," he said removing his belt. "Put your arms behind you," he demanded, then looped his belt around her upper arms above the elbow and pulled them together.
This was it, this was exactly the kind of treatment she craved; yes, she told herself, I think I may have found my man.
Now, with her arms secured behind her, she proceeded giving, "Sir Kevin," the best damn blow job he ever had.
"Oh yeah," he said sucking in air between his teeth, "I'm going to come; don't you dare miss a drop," he said just as he erupted inside her mouth. Jean reveled in her cock worship as she swallowed as quickly as she could.
"Not bad," he praised while still breathing a little hard, "Yeah, not bad at all."
"Thank you, Sir Kevin," she said meekly while still playing the game of submission.
"Okay, it's getting late and I have to get up for work tomorrow but I'll pick you up Friday night at seven; I think it's time we advance to the next level, don't you?"
"Yes, Sir," she replied again.
"Good, then Friday night we go straight to my place," he told her.
For the next couple of days jean was confused. On the one hand she really liked the well-mannered, respectful Kevin she had dated for the first few weeks; but on the other hand she got wet just thinking about the dominant Kevin from the other night, although he did go overboard with that stunt in the theatre; that she didn't like at all. She'd have to make it very clear to him that she wouldn't tolerate any more public displays; her fantasies were for the bedroom and behind closed doors and that's the way it will stay, she told herself.
By the time Friday rolled around Jean had set some hard ground rules she would discuss with Kevin before going any further. When he picked her up that night Kevin seemed a little moody in the car so she decided to wait until they reached his place before talking. She was sure she was in for a memorable evening.
She envisioned the two of them snuggling on the couch. She could feel the warmth and comfort of his strong arms holding her while they smooched and played tongue tag. To the side of his bed would be a bottle of wine chilling in a carafe. When the time was right they would go over her rules for the bedroom, then he would tie her up and make love to her body...slowly...sensually. Yes, she had it all worked out and she was looking forward to it.
"Okay, bitch, strip!" he ordered her as he closed the door to his apartment and threw the dead bolt.
Jean turned around and faced him with anger in her eyes; this was not what she wanted at all.
"Just hold on there, buster," she protested, "I..."
Kevin roughly grabbed her arm. "Shut up and strip," he ordered again.
Jean pulled away from him and let out an exasperating gasp as she defiantly stood her ground staring at him in revolt. She recalled the woman's warning in the washroom the night they met. Could she have been right all along?
"I don't think so," she said making a move for the door.
Kevin grabbed her around the shoulders and pushed her backwards almost making her lose her footing; a backhand to her cheek completed the process and she tumbled backward, painfully landing on the couch.
She looked up at him in shock; he could read the panic written in her face. It was just what he wanted to see.
"If you're not out of those clothes by the time I count to three I'm going to rip them to shreds and you can walk home bare ass naked after I'm done with you," he growled.
Tears welled up in her eyes as Jean hurriedly started to undress.
"That's better," snarled Kevin, "Don't ever make me have to repeat myself again."
Quickly she removed her clothing; her naked body trembled with fright as she stood before him.
Kevin was very proud of himself; with a just a little research he knew exactly how he was going to control her; yeah, he had lots of plans for his little bitch, he might even turn her out when he was done with her himself.
"Get down on your knees," he ordered pointing to the floor.
Jean couldn't believe this was happening; she had dreamed of submitting but not like this; this was not fun at all. She prayed he would not do her any real harm; she had already made up her mind she would obey in hopes of not antagonizing him again; but as soon as she was free she would go to the cops and have this asshole arrested.
She dropped to her knees.
"Now, crawl over here; I want you to unzip my pants and take out my cock. I want the best damn blow job you've ever given."
Jean's hands trembled and she could taste her own tears as she followed his orders. She pulled his zipper down and started to reach in his pants...
"No, pulled them down, stupid; like the other night. You think I want the zipper rubbing against my cock?" he admonished.
She started to do as he asked but did not answer him. He grabbed her hair in the back and yanked back so she was forced to look up at him, "I asked you a question, bitch, did you hear me?"
"Ye...yes, sir," she answered.
"Well, do you think I want the zipper rubbing against my cock?" he repeated.
"No, sir," she replied in a shaky voice.
"Okay then, next time don't be so stupid."
In spite of her terror, she took him in her mouth and did the best she could. Just as he started to come, he grabbed her hair again and pulled her away so he could spurt his seed over her face. He snickered as he took out his cell phone and took several pictures of her that way.
When he was done, he picked her up by her arm and marched her into the bedroom. He told her to put her hands behind her back. As she felt the cold steel around her wrists, Jean remember another time when she was in cuffs, that didn't turn out very well either.
"Please," she begged, "If you let me go now I promise not to say anything to anyone, honest."
Kevin laughed as he forced the now incapacitated woman onto his bed. "You know it's an interesting age we live in today; with the Internet and a little knowledge you can find out almost anything about anybody. Shit, you were easy, all I had to do was Google you. Did you know arrest records were public knowledge?"
He saw more fear in her eyes. "Yup, I know all about you being arrested for adultery. I even know what you were wearing at the time, nothing but nipple clamps and a vibrator; oh, and handcuffs of course. What are you going to do, go to the cops; hell, they already know you're a pervert; you like it rough, it's on record. It'd be your word against mine; 'But officer, she begged me to whip her like that, she said she got off on it.' Who do think they'd believe?"
Jean started to whimper as she listened.
"Then there's you ex; what's his name...Dalton? I looked him up too, he's a pretty famous photographer, he has his own business...he even has a book that's out with his photographs. Did you know his wife owns a couple of art galleries in town? I wonder how he would feel about getting dragged into a sex scandal with his ex-wife?"
"Please, please don't do this," Jean cried.
"And if all that doesn't convince you to keep your mouth shut there's always your folks." He saw real terror in her face now. "That's right, that nice older couple I met at the dinner a couple weeks ago. I have friends who are not as nice as me. I wonder how your dad would feel if some of them paid your parents a visit and had their way with your mom right in front of him...I could make that happen with one phone call... even if I'm in jail; and if they said anything guess who suffers, yup, you. You think they'd take that chance? So let's not have any more talk about going to the cops or anyone else, you'll keep your mouth shut and do what I tell you to or else...got it?"
"Yes," she whispered in despair. Jean was beginning to see the hopelessness of her situation and started to bawl.
"Auuuuu, poor baby," he said sarcastically, "Being in a corner unit, I don't have anyone on the other side of the wall to hear you, but still..." he said getting up and going over to his dresser. "Here," he told her, "open up."
With tears still flowing down her face, Jean opened her mouth as wide as she could to accommodate the ball gag he forced between her teeth.
"Now, I'm pretty sure I have established the bounds of our relationship, you are my fuck toy, my slave, it's as simple as that. You will do what I say without hesitation; I don't care if we're in the middle of the loop, if I tell you to strip and give the guy on the corner a blow job you'll do it, is that clear?"
Jean's mind couldn't even comprehend what was happening; she only knew she needed to nod her head.
"That's my good little girl," he said with an evil smirk, "Just to make sure you understand though, I'm going to give you a small sample of what will happen if you cross me or make me mad."
Kevin pushed her down on the bed and straightened her out. She was still crying hard when he turned her over on her stomach and tied her feet together then secured them to the foot of the bedframe. Next he took another piece of rope, made a slipknot in one end, and looped it around her neck.
As terrified as Jean was, she hadn't feared for her life until then.
He tied the other end of the noose to the headboard and tightened it until it fit snuggly around her throat. With her hands still cuffed behind her back she was essentially unable to move.
"Now my little slave, you will learn a lesson in life; never trust anyone," he said with a chuckle. Kevin went to his closet and walked back with a thin wicker rod. He stood on the side of the bed and used it to tap Jean on the ass a few times then lightly rubbed it over her smooth skin as if he was teasing her.
Suddenly a searing pain shot through Jean's body as Kevin struck her with force. She tried to yell but her cries of anguish were silenced by the gag. Hysterically she tried to struggle from the path of further blows but all she accomplished was to make the noose around her neck more snug.
"Careful you don't strangle yourself," he joked as he smashed the implement of torture down on her tender flesh again and again.
Try as she did, it was impossible not to move in the face of such suffering; each time her body spasmed with intolerant misery the tether around her neck drew tighter; she could feel its rough texture biting into her skin as it began to restrict her airway.
Just as Jean was beginning to believe she would not survive, he stopped.
"There, now every time you sit down you'll remember who owns you."
He untied the lasso making no mention of the marks it left behind. The same was true of her wrists; she hadn't even realized how she strained against the cuffs while being beaten. They were covered with deep purple bruises. How was she going to explain them she worried?
"Okay, take off the gag," he demanded. She stood before him, her naked body trembled and she sobbed uncontrollably from the anticipation of more unknown horrors that still awaited her. Kevin reached down and roughly felt her slit, "Shit, you're dry as a bone, what's the matter, I thought this was what you wanted...to be dominated. Well, like it or not that's what you got so you'd better learn to deal with it because I'm going to be fucking you a lot; you stay dry like that and your little pussy is going to be sore as hell," he sneered.
He was right; over the next thirty hours Kevin abused her sexually, physically, and mentally. At one point he slapped her hard across the face when she didn't submit fast enough. By the time he took her back to her apartment on Sunday Jean's pussy was extremely swollen and inflamed, so were her nipples. She had a black eye, rope burns around her neck, and ugly bruises on her breasts, wrists, thighs, and ass. She could hardly walk from the pain.
As he left, Kevin told her he wouldn't be able to see her again until the following Friday and reminded her to keep her mouth shut, then kissed her with a smile like any regular boyfriend would. She collapsed as soon as he was out the door and cried for the next hour.
Jean was at a complete loss, she was too scared to think; maybe a nice soothing hot bath would at least calm her nerves; it would certainly relieve some of the pain...or so she thought. In reality the hot water stung as she slipped beneath the surface. She cried out as she submerged the tortured lips of her pussy and could barely sit on the hard porcelain with her beaten and battered butt.



Finally the pain started to subside and she was able to stretch out and let the relaxing water engulf her entire body. She had to come up with a plan, she thought, there must be something I can do, but the more she tried to think the more she saw no hope of escaping from the clutches of the evil man.
Later that evening she tried to take her mind off of her situation long enough to fix herself something to eat, all she had since Friday night was some cold pizza. Sleep didn't come very easily to her and the next morning she was still in no shape for work so she called in sick.
By Tuesday morning her body was recovering from the pain but she still had a lot of discoloration where she had been beaten, especially around her wrists and neck. Most of it she could hide with clothes but she was very concerned about the black eye. She tried covering it with make-up the best she could but she knew it was still visible so she also made up a lie for anyone who asked her about it.
She picked out a winter blouse with long sleeves and a high collar but she could still see the rope burn around her throat. She thought for a minute then pulled a thin scarf from her drawer and tied it loosely around her neck. Hopefully her co-workers will just think she's trying to start a fashion trend, she deemed.
She got into work a little early hoping she wouldn't have to answer anyone's questions about her appearance. It almost worked too until her best friend, Bel, popped into her office from down the hall. She was one of the few who stuck with her through the divorce.
"Jean, what happened to you eye?" she inquired with concern.
"Oh I hit myself with a cabinet door in the kitchen," she said trying to sound convincing. "The damn thing was stuck so I gave it a yank and it came back and whacked me."
"Geez that must have hurt something terrible; it looks like hell."
"Yeah," she responded forcing a smile, "Thanks for telling me how awful I look."
It was then she noticed how Jean was dressed. "What the hell?" she almost shrieked, "It's eighty degrees out and you're wearing long sleeves and scarf? What the hell is going on, Jean?"
"Nothing," she replied not too convincingly, "I, ah...I; well I was sick all weekend with the chills and I was just trying to stay warm today, that's all."
Jean could see the doubt in her friend's face and knew she didn't believe her. Try as she did, Jean couldn't help the fear that she knew was in her eyes; then they started to water...
"Bull shit," Bel said, "Something is wrong; did someone beat you up?"
"No, no," denied Jean emphatically, "No, I...Bel, please just leave me alone right now, please."
It was obvious to Bel something was dreadfully wrong with her friend and she was not going to be dismissed until she got to the bottom of it. She stubbornly pulled a chair up to the side of Jean's desk and sat down.
"Listen, remember me? You know me better than that; I'm not budging from this spot until you tell me what the hell is going on."
Jean didn't know what to do; she was terrified of Kevin; what would happen to her if she told, what would happen to her parents? She buried her face in her hands and started to cry, when she did the sleeves of her blouse rode up her arm and exposed the bruises on her wrists.
"Oh My God! Who did that to you?" she yelled jumping up to take a better look. Bel put two and two together and figured Jean was also hiding something under the scarf. The frightened woman winced with pain as her friend started to remove it. "My God, somebody did a real job on you;" she said examining the rope burn, "I'm not leaving here until you tell me what this is all about, Jean, I mean it," she declared.
"Bel, you have to promise you won't tell anyone."
"I'll promise no such thing; whoever did this belongs in jail, what the hell's the matter with you?"
"You don't know him, he said he's having me watched; he said if I told anyone he'd send some friends to gang rape my mother right in front of my dad. Bel he's mean, real mean; I'm scared to death." She started to sob.
"Does this have anything to do with that bondage stuff?"
Jean's eyes widened, she had no idea Bel, or anyone outside of a few people knew of her submissive tendencies.
"Oh don't look so surprised," Bel told her, "I'm married to one of the cops that handled your case for the DA, remember? Don't worry, your secret is safe with me. I haven't told a sole."
"Oh, Bel; I'm so ashamed," she said not being able to look her friend in the eye.
"Ashamed, why; lots of people are into that stuff, there's nothing to be ashamed about. Is that what this is all about? Is this guy supposed to be some kind of Dom or something?"
"Yes," she responded nodding her head, "But it's gone way beyond that, this guy just gets off on beating and torturing women. I don't know what to do."
"Well the first thing is to have him arrested."
"No, no I can't; don't you understand, he's viscous, he means what he says; I have no doubt he'd do exactly what he said," she told Bel almost getting hysterical.
"Alright, alright calm down; Jean you have to do something, you can't just let him keep doing this to you."
"I know, but what? What can I do?"
"Don't worry, honey; we'll figure out something. What's his name, I'll have Dave do a check on him; maybe he's wanted somewhere; maybe we can get him arrested on something completely unrelated to you." She saw the alarm in Jean's eyes again. "Don't worry, I'll tell Dave the situation, he wouldn't do anything to put you or your parents in jeopardy."
Bell picked her phone up and called her husband, a Cook County officer who was assigned to the DA's office. She relayed the information to him.
"Bel, where did this happen?" he asked.
"In his apartment in Whelling."
"Then she should call over there; tell her to ask for the sexual assault division and fill out a complaint. We can't do anything for her otherwise."
"Can't you run a make on the guy...just see if he's wanted anywhere?" Please." His wife begged.
"Yeah, I can do that; okay, give me half an hour and I'll call you back," he told her.
"Thanks, honey; I love you," she said kissing the phone.
Bel turned to her friend, "Okay, Dave's going to check for us; in the meantime let's go to lunch."
That sounded good to Jean; she needed to get out of the office for a while and try to relax. The two friends took off for the restaurant around the corner. They had just been served when Dave called back.
"Bel, the guy's squeaky clean; not so much as a parking ticket; if Jean won't sign a complaint our hands are tied."
"Dave, she can't. This guy told her even if he's in jail he can get word to his buddies. If he was picked who knows what he would do to Jean or her parents."
There was silence on the other end of the phone for a few seconds, "I have an idea but Jean might not like it," he finally said...
Continued...
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There was silence on the other end of the phone for a few seconds, "I have an idea but Jean might not like it," he finally said...
"What's your idea?" she asked.
"Call her ex."
"Who...Dalton; what could he do that you can't?"
"Are you kidding? Dalton has his own little band of marauders there, honey. Dave Wyland and him go way back, and that reporter buddy of his has more angles than an erector set."
"Who's Dave Wyland?" asked Bel.
"He's a sergeant with the Arlington Hills force; he was in on Jean's arrest. Honey, if those three put their heads together I wouldn't want to be the guy they were after."
"Hold on, honey," Bel said looking across the table at her friend. "He says to call Dalton."
Jean's eyes got big as saucers. "No," she said emphatically, "No, I don't want to get him involved, he could get hurt, Bel; absolutely not!"
"Honey," Bel said back into the phone, "she doesn't want to get him involved; she's afraid he'll get hurt."
"Ask her how he's going to feel if something happens to her and he finds out he might have been able to help." Bel had turned the phone on speaker so Jean could hear her husband.
"I don't care," she said. "He has a beautiful wife and new baby...no, I won't get him mixed up in my mess."
Bel could see the bruises on Jean's wrists; she didn't care what her stubborn friend said, something had to be done. "Would you call him?" she asked her hubby.
"Me, yeah I'll call him..."
"No!" he heard Jean scream into the phone.
"Honey, you need help; let Dave call him and just discuss it with him," Bel told her. "Dalton's a big boy, he can take care of himself." Jean held her head down and began to cry. "Dave, call him; tell him Jean's in trouble and just see what he says."
"Will do, honey; in the meantime she needs to find a safe place to stay," he told her.
"What about her folks, them too?"
"Yeah, them too," he sighed, "When is she going to see this guy again, does she know?"
"Yeah, he told her he wouldn't be around until next weekend again."
"Okay, at least that gives us a little time; tell her to hang in there, we won't let anything happen to her or her parents."
When Jean heard him over the speaker she cried from a mixture of fear and relief. The waitress came over to see if everything was okay. Bel explained she just got some good news and she was crying out of happiness.
Jean really didn't want Dalton involved but she sure would feel better if she knew he would agree to help her; she'd always felt so safe when she was with him.
Dalton was in the middle of shooting photos for a brochure he was producing for one of the larger down town hotels; he was just about to break for lunch when his phone rang.
"Hello, Dalton Conrad," he said not recognizing the number.
"Hi, Dalton, it's Dave Quinn, how are you?"
"Hey, Dave, long time no see; I'm doing good, how about you?"
"Good, thanks; Dalton, Jean is in trouble."
"What do you mean in trouble, what kind of trouble?"
"She's gotten herself mixed up with some guy, and...well, he beat her up, pretty badly from what Bel tells me."
Dalton felt his blood coming to a boil. In his mind there was no bigger coward than a man who hits a woman, any woman!
"Where is she; is she in the hospital?"
"No, no, he didn't hurt her that bad, she's just pretty well bruised up and sore, she missed work yesterday but she's there today," he reassured Dalton.
"Who is this asshole?"
"It's some guy she met at one of those bondage meetings, I think they call'em sloshes. Anyway, from what Bel tells me, the guy had been a real gentleman for the first month or so; Jean even took him to dinner with her folks; then he just went off the deep end; he held her captive in his apartment all last weekend. Bel says he tied her up then put a noose around her neck before beating her; Jean said she thought he was going to kill her."
"SHIT!" Dalton yelled out. He had to take a deep breath and try to calm himself before speaking again. "Are you going to pick that asshole up?"
"I'm afraid it's not that easy, my friend. He made all kinds of threats, not only toward Jean but her parents as well. He has her so terrified she won't sign a complaint. I already checked for any warrants on the guy but he's as clean as a whistle."
"So what do we do? What do you suggest? I suppose I could go over to his place and have a nice friendly talk with him."
"Well actually Jean wants you to stay out of it; she's afraid you'll get hurt, but..."
"She knows me better than that," he retorted angrily. "She knows how I feel about guys who hit women. Where the hell does this guy live?"
"Well, it might not be that easy..."
Dave explained that Kevin had threatened Jean, saying he had friends who would beat and rape both her and her parents if anything happened to him or if he went to jail.
"That's why I thought of calling you; I thought maybe you and that reporter buddy of yours could come up with some way to scare this guy off. I don't know if he really has friends like he said or not, but I don't think we can take a chance. I know Bel wants me to put them all under police protection but I can't do that."
"No, of course not," Dalton replied.
"Okay listen, he told Jean he wouldn't see her again until the weekend so you've a few days to figure something out. Now, if there's anything I can do...within the law that is, I'd be more than happy to help."
"Thanks, Dave, I appreciate that and I appreciate you telling me about this."
They ended the call. Dalton went down to the hotel's restaurant to grab a bite and thought. As long as she was in no immediate danger he would first talk to his wife before getting implicated in Jean's troubles. He didn't think she would have a problem but he was not going to keep anything from her.
That night, after putting the baby to bed, Dalton sat down to tell Tracy about his conversation with Dave Quinn.
"Oh, honey, that's terrible; you have to help her," volunteered Tracy before he even had a chance to ask.
Dalton smiled at his lovely wife. "Thanks, babe, I was hoping you'd feel like that; you won't mind then?"
"Mind? Of course I don't mind; are you kidding, you can't sit by and let that poor girl get beat up, my God that's dreadful."
Dalton leaned in and gently placed a kiss on his wife's lips. "You're something else, you know that? I love you so much," he told her before kissing her again.
Together they walked up the stairs. When they reached the bedroom Dalton took her in his arms; he stared into her loving eyes and tenderly joined their lips together for the third time, "Don't move a muscle," he whispered in a soft, but controlling voice as he broke the kiss.
Tracy knew what that meant; her heart always beat faster when he used that tone with her, it was not the voice of her loving husband, but that of her loving Master. "Yes, Sir," she breathed.
Boldly projecting his dominant persona, Dalton slowly unbuttoned the blouse of his love slave. Her body trembled with anticipation as he sensuously removed her clothing, one article at a time.
"On the bed," he demanded of his naked submissive, "You know the position."
Tracy lay on back with arms and legs spread to the corners of her soon-to-be vehicle of imprisonment. Her breathing became more erratic as her captor secured the soft, velvet ropes to her outstretched limbs.
"Lift your head for me."
As she complied he slipped on her blindfold and positioned it over her eyes. He slowly bent down and allowed their lips to touch, ever so lightly.
Unable to see, Tracy's other senses were heightened. She felt the weight of his body lift from the bed and heard the rustling of what she imagined to be her Master undressing. She could smell the fragrance of her own excitement as she listened for clues and tried to anticipate his next erotic move.
Barely audible were his steps on the thick carpet as he approached; electric shocks of ecstasy shot through her body as she felt the soft, luxurious fur of her Master's Mink glove caressing her ankle. Tracy moaned with delight as his silky smooth hand traveled a seemingly aimless course up her leg, teasing and soothing along its journey; her body writhed under his touch as he explored every erogenous, sexually charged part of her beautiful skin. Her mind screamed in rapture as the lush splendor of the mitten floated over her sensitive nipples then continued on its circuitous way to the gates of heavenly bliss.
After losing herself in several orgasms there was a short pause before her loving Master's lips replaced his hand; he nipped at her hard nipples. Wave after wave of pleasure wafted over her body. His soft lips roamed the hills and valleys of her nakedness; she cried out with carnal hedonism as his tongue found the entrance to her deliciously wet slit.
She wanted to beg him to enter her, but he was Master and she knew better than to place demands on him.
Just when she thought he would drive her totally insane she felt him moving into position; his strong arms straddled her body, she could sense him hovering overhead. Her hips pushed forward to meet the powerful cock that tapped at the entrance to that which was his and his alone. With one smooth stroke he was in; her frenzied screams of passion were all he demanded of his slave. Together they would recommit themselves to the love, respect, and honor they shared. She could feel him stiffen and knew he would join her in another mind-numbing trip to paradise.
Dalton collapsed beside his precious jewel and fought for each breath. After they both regained some semblance of normalcy he walked around releasing Tracy from her bonds. Once free she walked to the bathroom and returned with a warm wash cloth; "May I clean my Lord and Master?"
When she was done Tracy crawled into bed and snuggled into the nook of her husband's shoulder. As they basked in their mutual love, she had a thought. "Honey, just don't get yourself in trouble, okay?"
"Huh," he said half asleep already.
"When you help Jean, just don't get yourself in trouble."
"I won't, babe; I promise. I'll call Jack in the morning. Together we should be able to come up with some way to get rid of this idiot."
Assured and having all the confidence in the world in her husband, Tracy, feeling safe and secure in his arms, drifted into dreamland.
"Jack Northrupe, please."
"Hold on; Jack, call on line four."
"This is Jack Northrupe, can I help you?"
"Jack, it's Dalton, I'm going your help old buddy."
After finishing up his assignment for the hotel, Dalton met his friend at Plato's Place, their favorite watering hole. Jack Northrupe was an investigative crime reporter for the state's largest newspaper. Through the years he had worked with every law enforcement agency around and was well liked and respect by them all. They'd known one another since the days when Dalton worked for the same paper as a staff photographer years ago. Since then their friendship had only grown stronger.
"So what do you think," asked Dalton after explaining Jean's situation, "I want to just go over there and beat the crap out of the guy but everybody's worried he might actually have some friends that would go after Jean and her parents. Somehow we have to take care of the shit-head without him thinking Jean had anything to do with it."
"I'll say one thing for you, Dalton; you always come up with a challenge. Does Tracy know you're doing this?"
"Oh yeah, we discussed it last night; she's all for it."
"Okay, do you know anything about his habits; his likes and dislikes, in addition to beating up women, I mean?"
"No, not really; Dave Quinn said he ran a check and the guy's clean, no warrants anywhere. That's all I know."
"How about work, do you know where he works?"
"Well, I know he works as a service manager at some Cadillac dealership but I don't know which one."
"Okay, well that's a start; You said he lives in Whelling, I can't think of a Caddy dealership within ten miles from there so chances are once he leaves his apartment in the morning he probably doesn't get home till later that night. That'll give us a chance to search his place tomorrow, if we're lucky maybe we'll find something we can use against him."
"How are we going to get in without him knowing?"
Jack looked as if Dalton had just insulted him. "Please, you don't think I can pick the lock on an apartment door? Shame on you."
Dalton smiled, "Sorry, old buddy, I guess I forgot who I was talking to."
"I guess you did," he replied with a big grin. "Can you meet me there early tomorrow morning? Most of those guys have to be at work by seven; I'd like to be in the parking lot about six and watch to make sure he doesn't call in sick or something. Then we'll give him half an hour or so before we go in. So, do you at least know what he looks like?"
"No, but I know what kind of car he drives and it's got dealer plates; it shouldn't be too hard to find."
"I'll see you at six," said Jack throwing back the last swallow of beer.
"I'll be there my friend; thank you so much for this."
At the supper table, Tracy got a little worried when she heard what Jack and her husband were up to. He assured her Jack knew what he was doing.
The next morning the two would-be burglars didn't have to wait long. They watched as a well-built man got into his Escalade and drove off.
"I checked," Jack mentioned. "The nearest Caddy dealer is twelve miles away; I doubt very much if he'll be home for lunch; we should have plenty of time, a guy like that's got a have something to hide."
They waited long enough to make sure Kevin hadn't forgotten anything. It took Jack about thirty seconds to pick the lock and they were inside. It was a strange feeling for Dalton; he'd never broken into anyone's place before. A little twinge of nerves shot through his body as he looked around. This guy wasn't particularly clean. There were dirty dishes in the sink and a moldy smelling wet towel sloppily hanging over a kitchen chair.
"Okay," said Jack, "You check his computer first. You know how to check for email addresses?"
"Yeah," Dalton responded.
"Alright, while you're doing that I'll check the bedroom. If you go through any drawers or anything, just make sure you put everything back like it was."
"Will do."
Dalton fired up the computer. Since Kevin lived alone he had no reason to protect anything using passwords, everything was easily accessible. After a while Jack came out to join him.
"Man, his bedroom's full of all kinds of torturing devises but I really didn't find anything we could use, how about you?"
"Look at this, he takes pictures of his victims," Dalton said showing his friend the computer screen. "Look, here's Jean; look at all the bruises; that mother-fucker; I want a piece of this asshole, Jack."
"I don't know, he looked pretty well built, you sure you could take him?"
"I don't know but I'd sure be willing to give it the old college try," replied Dalton.
"Did you download all that stuff?"
"Yeah, I've got everything on a thumb drive but I don't know what good it'll do us, these women might not even be from around here; I sure don't recognize any of them, they could be from anywhere. How are we going to track them down?"
"I'm not sure that stuff will help but take it just in case, you never know. Come on, let's keep looking," suggested Jack.
After two hours they had come up with nothing more than the pictures they got from his computer. Dalton was getting discouraged.
"Come on, there's nothing here; let's get out of here before we get caught."
"Hey, Dalton, look at the books this guy reads. You know you can tell a lot about a guy by his taste in literature."
Dalton went over to the small book case to take a look. "They're all about the mafia and organized crime, most of them about Chicago...you don't think this guy's connected do you; those friends he was talking about, you don't suppose..."
"Nah," interjected Jack. "There's no way the cops wouldn't have something on this guy if he was really connected; more than likely he's a wannabe; he probably thinks beating up women makes him out to be some kind of mobster or something."
"Well, as far as I can see, we haven't found a damn thing that's going to help Jean. Come on, let's get out of here. This is Thursday already, I've got to figure a way to get her and her folks out of town before this asshole finds out they're missing."
That afternoon Jean sat at her desk, she was getting nervous again. Bel kept telling her not to worry but she hadn't heard anything from anyone since she spilled the beans on Tuesday. Her mind was in a fog when she got an eerie feeling she was being watched; she looked up and saw the tall figure of the only man she ever loved, frame by her doorway.
"Hi, Jean," he said with a smile.
"Dalton," she whispered almost inaudibly. She wanted to jump into his arms; she wanted to feel the warmth and passion she once knew as his wife, but of course that wouldn't happen...never again would it happen, and she knew it, but seeing him in the doorway brought back so many wonderful memories. "Come on in, can I get you something...coffee?"
"No thanks, I stopped by because your girlfriend's husband called me," he said walking in and sitting down in a chair on the opposite side of her desk. "What I want to know is, why you didn't call me; how come I had to hear you were in trouble from Dave Quinn?"
Jean lowered her eyes, "Dalton, I...I just didn't want my screw up to cause you and Tracy any grief. I already caused you enough."
He sighed, "Jean that's all over with, we're both moving on with our lives, but that doesn't mean I would stand by while some prick uses you for a punching bag; you know better than that."
"That's exactly why...I, um..."
"Okay, forget it," he told her. "Right now we have to figure out a way to get you out of this mess. Jack and I are working on it, but for right now, we need to get you and your parents to a safe place for a while. I talked to your boss; he's agreed to give you next week off. You can take it as vacation and get paid or as leave and not get paid, that's up to you but I want you completely out of sight next week; you and your folks."
Jean was starting to feel better already just knowing Dalton was helping her.
"Now, here's what we're going to do; I want to make this Kevin guy think you and your folks are out of town on a family emergency so he won't go around looking for you; so, I'm going to have your parents call him tomorrow and say they're looking for you. They'll tell him it's a family emergency. A couple hours later you'll call him, supposedly from the airport, and tell him your aunt is dying; you and your parents are flying out to be with her and you're not sure when you'll be back. They'll back you up if he calls here. Everyone's been alerted and will say you had an out of town emergency and they don't know how long you'll be gone. In the meantime you'll be safely tucked away in a hotel. Eric Watts is going to stay with you."
"Who's Eric Watts?" inquired Jean.
"He's the other cop that was with Dave Wyland when you were arrested."
"Oh my God, Dalton, I can't see him again, I'll be so embarrassed," she shrieked.
"Jean, he's a cop; I'm sure he's seen things since then that are much worse than anything he saw that day, believe me. Besides, he volunteered. He has vacation time coming and he's willing to spend it protecting you and your folks so don't look a gift horse in the mouth."
"But," she said shaking her head, "where will we all stay? I don't the money to put everybody up in a motel for a week."
"Don't worry about it, I have it handled. I'm doing a brochure for the Brownstone Hotel, down town. I worked a trade-off; I told them I would shave some off the price in exchange for two rooms. You and your folks have a two bedroom suite on the twelfth floor, Eric will be in the next room and they're adjoining just in case. You also have free food. You can eat in their restaurant and just sign it to the room; that way you don't even have to leave the hotel."



"Oh, Dalton, I can't let you do all this; how will I ever repay..."
"Enough," he snapped. "It's all worked out so don't worry about it." He stood, "Pack up what you're going to need tonight and bring it with you tomorrow. After work you'll meet me at your folks and they'll make the first call from there, then we're all going to the hotel; you'll make the second call from there after you're all settled in then shut your phone off. The room is reserved under Conrad's Photography so not even the hotel staff will know who's staying there." He turned to leave. "Don't worry, Jean," he said looking back as he reached the door, "we're going to get this guy," he said with a reassuring smile.
Just as he started to leave Bel approached, "Dalton, I assume this means you're going to help Jean?" Without saying a word he smiled, gave her a small kiss on the cheek and walked out.
Bel looked at her smiling friend behind the desk. "Okay, what's going on? I just heard you have a family emergency and won't be in next week; is everything alright?"
"Bel, honey, everything is much better than alright," she said, now grinning.
The next day, after work, Jean was all packed and drove over to her parent's house just as planned. Once they had the luggage loaded in the car and they were ready to go, Jean's mom called Kevin's home phone and left an urgent sounding message on his answering machine before heading out.
"Hello, Kevin, this is Audrey Barnes. We're looking for Jean and wondered if she was with you? If she is would you have her call us right away, please. We have a family emergency. Thank you."
***
There wasn't much that wasn't indelibly etched in Jean's mind from that awful day years ago; she recognized Eric as soon as she saw him waiting in the hotel lobby, even without his uniform.
Dalton greeted him first. "Hi, Eric," he said as they shook hands, "Man, I want to thank you for doing this; you're a real life-saver."
"Are you kidding; a free week in a luxury hotel like this, who wouldn't volunteer?" He turned toward Jean and noticed the flush in her cheeks, "Hi, Jean," he said extending his hand, "It's nice to see you again."
Jean bashfully took his hand then introduced him to her parents. A couple bellhops approached with their bags and everyone was shown to their rooms.
Jean's mother looked around with her mouth open. "Oh, Dalton; this is spectacular." Everyone agreed and thanked him again and again as they surveyed the lavishly appointed suite.
Once they were settled in, Jean called Kevin's cell phone. Much to her relief it went to voice mail and she was able to leave a message instead of talking to him personally.
"Kevin, this is Jean; I'm sorry to call you on such short notice but my aunt is dying and I'm flying out with mom and dad to see her before she passes. I'll call you as soon as I get back."
"Perfect," Dalton told her, "Now turn off your phone and leave it off, if I need to contact you I'll call the room."
Eric was standing next to her and noticed the tears from worry. "Don't fret," he told her in a calm, relaxed voice; "Everything's going to be fine, I promise I won't let anyone hurt you."
***
Okay, now what, thought Dalton as we was getting into his car to leave. Just then his phone rang, it was Jack.
"Jack, old buddy, I sure hope you have some good news for me." He heard Jack chuckle a little on the other end; that was a good sign, he wouldn't do that unless he had something up his sleeve.
"Dalton, my friend, how soon can you meet me at Plato's?"
"Ah, well; rush hour traffic should be dying down by now, depending on what the Kennedy looks like, I'm guessing thirty-five, forty minutes."
"I'll see you there."
Dalton was excited to hear what Jack had in mind as he sat on the stool next to his pal and ordered a beer. "Well?"
Jack slid several photographs in front of him. "See these two guys?"
Dalton looked at the photos. There were various shots taken in different locations during different times of the day, but they were all pictures of the same two guys. In some of the shots they were either together or with someone else, but most of them just showed each guy by himself. "Yeah, who are they?" he asked.
"This," Jack said placing his finger on one of the photos, "is Billy, 'The Button,' Spinozo; he's hit man for the mob out of Detroit, and his partner here," Jack said pointing at one of the other pictures, "is Johnny Iota, also a hit man for the mob."
Now he really had Dalton worried; he wasn't sure just what Jack was leading up to. "You're not going to tell me these are the friends that asshole is talking about."
"No, no, no," Jack quickly replied, "But they're going to play a key role in getting our boy out town...in a hurry...never to return."
"Okay, Jack; I can usually read you, but I'm lost. How the hell are these guys going to help? You planning on having the guy bumped off?"
Jack laughed, "No, nothing quite that drastic, but you're close." Jack took a swig of beer then smiled at his own cleverness. He'd pulled off a few scams here and there, usually in co-operation with some law enforcement agency, but this will be one for the history books.
"Dalton, do you remember when Sal Dimarco got whacked a couple years ago? His body was found in the trunk of his car at O'Hare."
"Yeah, sure; he was pretty high up the ladder in the Chicago crime syndicate. I remember them finding his body, why?"
"Well, it was never proven, but it's pretty common knowledge that these are the two guys that did it. Tony Dimarco, Sal's brother was so sure, he put a fifty thousand dollar contract out on them; neither of them have been seen since. The Feds aren't sure if someone collected on the contract, or if they left the country."
"Where did you get these shots?" asked Dalton.
"From the Feds; when we saw those books at asshole's apartment yesterday, I got thinking. This morning I went over to the Federal building to see if I could talk them out of some of their surveillance photos and voila."
"Okay, I still don't see how these are going to help Jean."
"My artistic friend, that's where you come in," he told Dalton.
When Dalton got home that night he couldn't contain his glee. He had to share Jack's diabolical plan with his wife.
"Oh, honey; the guy's going to piss his pants, I love it," she laughed. "Can I help?"
"Well, I'm not sure what you can do, It's kind of a one man project." When he saw the disappointment in her face, he added, "but I'm sure we can find something for you. Come on, we need to study these shots and figure out which ones to use."
Tracy accompanied her husband to his office where they both poured over the surveillance photos, selecting the best candidates for their purpose. He made a copy of the ones he wanted to carry with him.
"Do you think this is enough, just four shots?" asked Tracy.
"Yeah, well there'll be more than just these; Jack is putting together some more stuff on his end as well."
"Just be careful, honey; I don't know what I'd do if anything ever happened to you," Tracy said as she looked into his eyes and kissed her man.
"I'll be careful, babe; I've done this kind of thing with a lot more dangerous characters than this jackass. I know what I doing," he told her to comfort her worries. "I can't do anything until Monday anyway; the weekend is too unpredictable and I'm not spending it sitting in his parking lot wondering if he's ever coming out."
On Monday, while Dalton started to implement his part of Jack's plan, Eric Watts was just stepping into the shower of his luxury hotel room. He couldn't believe he was given such an opportunity.
The first time Eric saw Jean was over four years ago when they broke into her motel room and arrested her and her lover for Adultery. It was explained to him later, that Jean wanted to experiment with some bondage games; for some reason she was afraid to bring it up to Dalton, who she was married to at the time, so she found a collaborator in one of her co-workers. When Dalton found out he swore out a complaint charging his wife with adultery and named her lover as a co-defendant. When they broke into their motel room Jean's naked body was handcuffed to the bed and blindfolded.
He'd often thought of her after that. Eric had no interest in bondage but there was something about Jean herself that struck a chord with him. She was so terrified, so vulnerable that day when her world came crashing down around her; even then, he wanted to put his arms around the grief stricken woman and tell her everything would be okay; of course he couldn't; not then anyway, but maybe he'd get another chance.
Dalton sat in the parking lot of Kevin's apartment house waiting; he'd picked a vantage point that he hoped would give the results he was looking for; he needed some profiles. He had no idea how long it was going to take, but he was hoping to wrap things up fairly quickly.
He followed Kevin to work and shot more pictures. Before the end of the day, Dalton had taken over three hundred shots of Kevin with a long, telephoto lens. I'm glad Tracy volunteered to help, Dalton thought, it's going to take me half the night to go through all of these.
As he walked into the house that night, Tracy greeted him at the front door with a big hug and kiss. "How'd it go?"
"Pretty good," he told her, "I got quite a lot of shots, I'm sure I have some we can match. You haven't changed your mind about helping have you?"
Tracy smiled and shook her head; she loved working on projects with her husband and something like that would be a lot of fun.
"Good," he said, "cause I'm going need it."
That night, after dinner and after singing Taylor to sleep with a lullaby, Dalton and Tracy started on their project. After working well into the night they were both disappointed to find, that out of all the shots Dalton had taken, only one could be used. "Well, one down and three to go," Dalton said with a forced smile.
The next day Dalton learned from his mistakes and was sure he would be able to use more from the day's shoot. About noon his phone rang.
"So how's it coming, buddy?"
"Ah, well I'm getting there, Jack; how about you?"
"I dug around in the paper's archives and hit the mother-load; I've got more than enough to make our friend shit his pants."
"I'll have to tell that to Tracy, she just thinks he's going to piss in them," joked Dalton.
"So how long do you think before you get what we need, do you have anything yet?"
"Yeah, I got one from yesterday but I hope to have the rest by the end of today. Now, it'll still take me a couple of nights to get it all ready though; I doubt we'll be completely ready to go before Thursday."
"And you've got Jean and her folks put up till when...Friday?"
"Yeah, well, until noon Saturday actually. If it goes longer than that I'll have to renegotiate."
"We should be okay."
They ended their conversation when Kevin left the dealership and took off for a nearby restaurant on foot. By the end of the day Dalton was sure he had enough shots for what he needed; now came the photoshop magic.
"Oh, honey," Tracy watched in awe as Dalton worked his wizardry, "these are perfect, nobody could tell they weren't the real thing."
Dalton smiled, his wife was absolutely right, they were perfect. "Maybe I'm in the wrong business, huh, I could probably make more money blackmailing people."
"Never you mind," she joked back. "We're doing just fine as it is."
"I'm tired; I'm going to leave the last one till tomorrow. Since I rescheduled my shoots this week, I can stay home with you and Taylor. I'll work on designing the Brownstone brochure and finish this up, then maybe we can all go to the park or something."
By the end of the day on Wednesday, Dalton was feeling good. He had completed the Brownstone brochure and had it ready for the printer; he and his wife had spent a couple hours playing with Taylor in the park, and he had just finished the last shot for Jack's plan. "Ahhh, Miller time," he said as he stretched out in his chair.
"Can I see," asked Tracy.
"You sure can, my darling."
Tracy closely examined all the photos again. "Ah, maybe you should wait with that Miller, there, hubby."
That caught his attention; he sprung back up in his chair. "Why; what's the matter?"
"Look here, honey," she said pointing to the last shot he worked on, "There's a reflection of this guy back here in the store window but nothing for Kevin."
"Shhhiiitttt," cried Dalton as he flopped back in his chair.
"Maybe he won't notice," she said.
"No, honey, we can't take that chance; these have to be perfect."
"I'm sorry," she said apologetically.
"Oh Geez, don't be sorry, honey; something like that could have blown the whole thing; are you kidding, I owe you big time, babe."
Tracy smiled; she already had a good idea just how she would have him repay her. "Can you fix it?"
"Oh yeah, it's tricky but I can do it," he said.
Tracy watched as he brought the picture back up in photoshop. "Now," he said after some careful manipulation, "we dissolve it until...how's that," he said with a smile as he showed Tracy the screen.
"Damn, honey; that's amazing."
"It's still early; I'm going to call Jack and let him know I'm all ready."
They made arrangements to get together over an early lunch the following day. Jack had everything he needed; since Dalton was done with his part, there was no reason why they couldn't pull the trigger in the afternoon.
Kevin wasn't in the best of moods; he'd had a hard day at work and he still hadn't heard from Jean. All week he'd wondered if her trip was legitimate or just a way to try and avoid him. Either way he was going to teach her a lesson when she got back. She'd think twice before leaving him in the lurch again, he'd make sure of that.
It was after seven-thirty by the time he came stumbling home; he was tired and aggravated; at first he didn't even see the large manila envelope propped up against his computer screen. He had taken a shower, thrown on some casual clothes, and was about to pop a frozen dinner in the microwave when it caught his eye.
"What the hell...?" he mumbled to himself. He walked over and picked up the package like it was about to bite him. It was an eerie feeling to know someone had been in his apartment when he wasn't there.
He looked around the room half afraid someone was going to jump out at him from behind the couch. Cautiously he checked the drapes by the sliding doors that led to the balcony; he looked out at the balcony itself, next. He listened for any sounds in the apartment; with the package still in his hand he grabbed a knife from the kitchen and crept into the bedroom, again he found no one.
Once Kevin was convinced whoever left the package was now gone, he sat down at the kitchen table, carefully opened it, and spilled the contents on the table in front of him. There were some newspaper clippings, some eight by ten color photos, and a note.
The photos seemed to be the most prominent items so he looked at them first. "That's me," he mumbled, "but I don't know these other guys, "what the hell..." he said as he started to read the newspaper articles. "Geez, these are the same to guys, but I..." Having no idea what any of this meant yet, Kevin saw the two guys in the photos with him where the same two guys shown in the newspaper story.
Chicago: Police are on the lookout for Billy, "the button," Spinozo, and Johnny Iota in connection with the death of Salvator Dimarco.
Kevin felt his stomach churning as he read about the murder of Sal Dimarco and the subsequent disappearance of the two accused killers. He picked up the photos again and studied them closer; there was no doubt the two men in the photos were the same two pictured in the newspaper but he couldn't remember ever seeing either of them...yet, there he was...four shots of him obviously talking to both killers.
He could feel his forehead sweating; his hand shook as he picked up the note and read it:
This is a warning; Tony has a copy of the photos showing you with Spinozo and Iota and knows you were involved with his brother's death. He has sent for two torpedoes from Baltimore who will arrive on tonight's redeye. If I were you I would get out of town before they got here. Tony will never stop looking for you so I wouldn't stay in any one place too long and I would lay low from now on. And whatever you do, don't ever come back to Chicago. Tony will know ten minutes after you hit town and you'll be dead an hour later.
A friend.
Kevin ran to the bathroom and vomited. How, he asked himself, I never saw those guys before, I know I haven't. Shit, those photos have to be fake. He wiped off his mouth and went back to looked again at the four photographs. He just didn't understand it, there was nothing to indicate they were faked.
Kevin almost died when his phone rang; his whole body trembled as he looked at the display. It was a down town number but not one he recognized. Did he dare answer it, he wondered. It rang again...his hand was shaking so hard he could barely find the connect button.
"Hel...hello," he warily answered.
"Is this Kevin McMichaels?" asked the scary voice on the other end.
"Ah, ah...I'm...ah..."
"Just listen; did you get the information I left for you?"
"Ah, ye...yes, but I..."
"Shut up and listen; two days ago Tony got those pictures of you with Spinozo and Iota; he hit the roof, he had no idea there was a third guy involved in whacking his kid brother."
"But I...I wasn't, I...I don't even know those guys...either of them...honest."
"Ah huh; pictures don't lie, asshole. Look, I don't care one way or the other; if Tony thinks you were involved that's all that matters; I'm trying to save your worthless life, here; capish?"
"Ye...yes, sir."
"Good, then listen, it took Tony just one day to find out the other guy in the pictures was you and that you were still walking around; he immediately put a price on your head and called in two guys from Baltimore. They're flying into O'Hare a little after one in the morning. I think they're planning on visiting you straight from O'Hare; they'll be back in Baltimore before anyone even discovers your body so you don't have much time. Take only what you can carry and get the hell out of town while you can."
"Yeah, yeah, okay; I understand...who...who are you, why are you doing this for me?"
"Let's just say I have my reasons, huh. Now, according to my watch you just have a little over four hours to disappear, you better get going...and remember, I wouldn't stay in any one town too long and don't do anything that would call attention to yourself, more than likely Tony will put a fifty grand contract on your head just like he did with your two buddies."
"Yeah, I'm packing right now," Kevin cried. "Hello, hello..." there was no answer, the line was dead.
Jack walked out of the phone booth and used his cell to call Dalton. "Well, the trap is sprung; you in position?"
"Yup, I'm in the back of the parking lot and have a clear view of his car. I'll call you as soon as I see some action."
"Actually, if you don't mind, I'm going home to spend some time with the wife and kids."
"Okay, pal; thanks again, Jean owes you big time."
"Well let's see if it works, first. I really think it did though, he sounded legitimately scared over the phone. You should be seeing him loading his car before long."
"Jack, speak of the devil, he's starting already; he just came running outside and tossed some clothes in the back seat then headed back inside in a hurry," Dalton said with a big smile. "I'm going to grab some pictures for Jean, maybe it'll remind her to be more careful who she dates in the future," he said with a laugh.
Dalton stayed while Kevin made trip after trip out to his car, each time with an armload of his personal stuff. It was a good hour and a half before Kevin finally hopped in the driver's seat and sped off. Just to make sure Dalton followed him to another expressway and watched while Kevin headed west and out of sight.



Dalton took the next exit and headed for home.
Tracy rushed up and threw her arms around her man and greeted his with a big kiss as soon as he walked in. "Well?" asked Tracy with a mixture of fear and excitement.
"He's gone," Dalton told her, "He shot over to I-eighty-eight and headed west, my guess is, he doesn't stop till he hits Omaha," he laughed.
"Does Jean know?"
"No, it's after eleven, I'll call her in the morning; they're all probably sound asleep by now."
"I doubt it," replied Tracy, "I think you should call now; they'll sleep a whole lot better knowing they have no more to worry about."
Dalton thought about it for a second or two, "Maybe you're right," he said pulling out his phone. It rang only twice before Jean's dad picked up.
"Hello."
"Hi, Henry, it's me, Dalton."
"Oh, Dalton; is everything okay?" he asked a little worried because of the hour.
"Henry, everything is great; we have Kevin on the run, I don't believe any of us will ever hear from him again," he was happy to report, "Can you put Jean on the line or is she in bed?"
"Ah, no; she's down in the bar with Eric."
"Oh really, any sparks there?" Dalton inquired.
"You know, it's kind of hard to tell, we've all been under such a stress but I hope so. I really like Eric, he's a fine young man. They've been spending more time together and I think Jean is becoming very fond of him."
"Good," chuckled Dalton. "I think I'm beginning to see why Eric was so quick to volunteer. Well, if they're in the bar I'm going to call him and give them something to celebrate. Oh, Henry, there's no hurry to get out of the room, you've got till noon on Saturday."
Tracy heard the conversation and was smiling at Dalton as he dialed Eric's cell phone.
"Dalton," Eric said a little surprised to hear from him so late. "What's the matter?"
"Absolutely nothing, is Jean there with you?"
"Yeah, she's right here, why?"
"Well, my friend, you can tell her she won't be hearing from Kevin anymore, and she doesn't have to worry about any retaliation, he thinks the Chicago mob has a contract out on him and he's hightailing it out of the state as we speak."
"The mob," laughed Eric, "How the hell did you pull that off? Hold on, Dalton, Jean is sitting here wondering what the hell we're talking about; let me tell her a second."
Eric looked at Jean with a big grin on his face. "Don't ask me how they did it, but Dalton says they convinced Kevin the mob is after him and right now he's running like a scared rabbit."
Jean almost knocked the phone from his hand as she jumped from her stool, threw her arms around Eric, and in her excitement, kissed him on the lips. "Oh, I'm sorry," she said quickly breaking the kiss, I didn't mean..."
"Damn, don't be sorry," replied Eric, "I've wanted to do that all week."
Jean smiled; she was beginning to like this guy a lot. "Is...is he sure, no more Kevin?"
"Here, talk to him yourself," he said offering the phone to her.
"Dalton, really; is he really gone?"
"Yes, Jean, he's really gone," he was happy to tell her. "I doubt very much if you ever hear from him again, but if you do," he warned, "you let me know immediately, understand?"
"Yes, yes, Dalton, Oh how can I ever thank you?" she gushed.
"By finding a nice guy," he told her.
"I'm working on that right now," she replied, smiling at Eric.
"Good, well NOW you have something to celebrate. You guys have fun, huh." Dalton said goodbye, hung up and smiled at Tracy. "I think there might be something going on between Eric and Jean," he told her. "Wouldn't that be a kick?"
"Yes it would," responded Tracy. "She made a big mistake but she's suffered enough, she deserves to be happy. You know what you should do? Since they don't have to leave the hotel until Saturday, we should all have dinner there tomorrow night; Jean's mom and dad, Jack and Lynette, Jean and Eric, and you and me; let's make it a real celebration."
"Damn, honey, that's a great idea; I don't dare call Jack at this hour, even if he's up I don't want to wake Lynette or the kids, but first thing tomorrow morning I'll call; hopefully they'll be able to make it."
"So, another point for me, huh," she said with a grin, "And you still owe me for catching the reflection in the window. Come on upstairs, buster, I want to collect."
Tracy was already half undressed by the time they reached the bed. She made a show of dangling her bra before twirling over her head and tossing it into a corner, next came the panties; she accentuated the sway of her hips as she slowly lowered them to her feet then playfully kicked them in Dalton's direction.
"Come my pussy slave," she said trying to sound forceful, "Put thy tongue right here; I want at least three orgasms before you even think about moving."
"Yes, ma'am," Dalton replied jumping between her legs; what the hell, he thought, she deserves to be boss for a night.
He still hadn't wiped the grin off his face, when bright and early the next morning, he called Jack and confirmed dinner for that night, then called the restaurant and made reservations.
That night theirs was the rowdiest table in the place. The laughs flowed like water, most at the cost of Kevin as Dalton passed around pictures of a very scared looking bully throwing items haphazardly into his car and making his get-a-way.
"Jack, how the hell did you ever come up with such a devious plan?" Eric asked.
"Oh, Eric, you don't know my husband very well if you have to ask that," joked Lynette.
Out of the corner of her eye, Tracy caught a glimpse of Jean's mother taking her daughter's hand. When she looked over she saw the emotion in Jean's face. "What's the matter, honey," she asked.
Jean tried to hide her tears at first but it was too late, everyone had already looked. She shook her head as she wiped the moisture from her cheeks. "I...I'm just so grateful; you guys went through so much, I...how can I ever thank you, I...I just don't deserve friends like you," she said before grabbing a tissue to wipe her eyes.
Eric put his arm around her. "Hey, hey, there'll no more talk like that...hear me?"
"That's right," Dalton confirmed. "No more punishing yourself; okay? From now on it's nothing but good times ahead, right Jean?"
Through her tears, Jean was able to force a smile and nod her head in agreement. She prayed he was right, it had been a long time since she'd actually been happy; maybe being helped out of a scrape like that was a sign of good things to come.
A few minutes later, as everyone was waiting for dessert and coffee, Eric excused himself and headed for the men's room. Dalton waited only a few seconds before he asked to be pardoned as well. Eric was washing his hands when Dalton entered, leaned his back against the door and folded his arms across his chest.
"So, what are you intentions with my ex-wife?" he demanded sternly.
Eric was taken aback by the seemingly aggressive stance of his friend. "What? Wha...what the hell are you talking about?"
"Don't give me that, I've been watching you two make googly eyes at each other all night; have you made love to her yet?" he asked breaking into a small smile.
Feeling a little more at ease with seeing Dalton's grin he answered with a smile of his own. "No, we've only known one another for a week."
"What about the bondage thing, are you into that; can you give her what she's looking for?"
If it were anyone else asking, Eric would have told him to take a hike but he knew Dalton was only looking out for Jean. "Well, to tell you the truth we did talk about that. No, I'm not, but it's a funny thing, since the experience with Kevin she no longer wants anything to do with it. She told me she has no desire anymore to be tied up or be submissive. She said it was always the feeling of being helpless that turned her on so much, but when she was scared and helpless for real...well, I guess that kind of thing just lost its appeal."
Dalton's grin got wider. "You know what I'd do if I were you; I'd take her my room and make love to her, slow, gentle, tender, passionate, love."
"I...I don't want her to think I'm trying to take advantage of her when she's vulnerable though," Eric stammered.
"Listen, man; she needs you. I see it every time I'm with her; she's still punishing herself over our break-up. That's going on five years ago, now. She needs someone in her life who will treat her with love and respect; I see how you look at her, I think that person is you."
"Thanks, Dalton," he responded. "I think I just might take your advice."
As the two men returned to the table, Dalton took his seat but Eric stood behind Jean, leaned down, and whispered something in her ear. Whatever he said, it brought a big smile to her face.
"Ah, listen everyone," Jean said, "it's been a really tiring day and I'm exhausted; I hope you won't mind if Eric walks me to my room." Everyone at the table exchanged pleasantries and said their goodbyes before she and Eric put their arms around each other and headed in the direction of the elevators.
About half an hour later the party broke up. Everyone had such a good time they all agreed they should do it more often.
On their way home, Tracy had to ask, "What did you and Eric talk about in the men's room? Whatever he said to Jean sure seemed to brighten her spirits."
When Dalton told her about their conversation she laughed.
"What's so funny?"
"It's just so ironic," she pointed out, "Think about it. You guys were divorced because she was scared to tell you about her fascination with bondage and being submissive; then I come along, and here you are, ready, willing, and able to participate as a Dom to my bondage fantasies; now she turns around and gives it up."
"Yeah," he replied. "That is kind of weird isn't it."
***
"The light is out in Jean's room, she must be in bed already," remarked Jean's dad as they entered their hotel room.
"Oh, Harry, are you really that old?" scoffed Jean's mom, "She's in bed alright but not her bed."
"Huh...Oh, you mean her and Eric?" You really think so?"
"I know so, honey; did you not see the two of them at dinner?" she said as they walked to the bedroom.
"I wouldn't mind seeing those two together," he responded, "I like that Eric. It probably wouldn't hurt to have a cop in the family either," he joked.
As his wife reached around to unzip her dress, Harry moved closely behind her. "Here, let me help you with that," he said with smile. "You know, since Jean won't be in the next room, and this is our last night in this beautiful hotel...well, it would be a shame not to put this big king size bed to better use than just sleeping on it."
His wife of thirty-five years turned, put her arms around his neck and kissed him...very, very passionately.
If everyone from the dinner had compared notes the following day, they would have found it had been a night for making love all around.
***
That following Monday everyone was happy to see Jean back to work and asked if everything turned out okay with her family emergency; she assured everyone that things worked out fine and thanked them for their concern. Of course only Bel and her boss, Mr. Jacobson, knew the truth.
Bel could hardly wait for lunch time to hear what happened. She couldn't stop laughing as Jean told the story. "Boy, my husband had it right, didn't he; he said if Jack and Dalton put their heads together they'd be able to figure out something and they sure did; that is so funny! Wait till I tell Dave, he'll split a gut."
"That reminds me," Jean said sounding coy, "What's it like being married to a cop?"
"Well in Dave's case it's great. He doesn't have to go out on patrol or anything like that; for him it's just a regular nine to five job, why?" she asked seeing the sly smile on her friend's face. "Ah oh; what's going on, Jean?"
"Weellll," she said slurring the word, "You know that cop Dalton asked to keep us company in the hotel; we're...ah, well, we're kind of seeing each other."
"Jean, that's great. Is he into...you know," she said lowering her voice, "the bondage and all that stuff?"
"No, but I'll tell you, Bel, after being tied up and beaten all weekend by that maniac, I really don't want any more to do with that stuff. It isn't that I wouldn't trust Eric, but it would bring back those horrible memories. No, Eric is a wonderful lover; he gives me everything I need."
"Oh, Jean, that's wonderful; I'm so happy for you."
"Thanks, Bel; And I'll tell you something, if this does turn out to be the real thing and I'm lucky enough to get another shot at real love...I won't mess up this time. I will be the most faithful, loving, and compassionate wife anyone could ever ask for."
Bel smiled; "I know you will, honey."
Epilogue:
For the next few months everyone kept an eye out for Kevin's return but it never came. Over the course of time he became nothing more than a bad memory. Six months into their relationship, Eric popped the question; two months later Jean became Mrs. Eric Watts.
It was at the wedding that Tracy found she not only enjoyed Jean's company but also that of her good friend, Bel. The three became very tight and would regularly meet for lunch.
"Girls, I have news," Jean said bursting to tell her two friends as they all sat down at their favorite restaurant; she took a deep breath then let it fly, "I'm pregnant!" she yelled.
Almost everyone in the restaurant looked over as Bel and Tracy joined in with screams of their own.
"Congratulations!" Shrieked Tracy followed by Bel.
Three weeks later the entire incident was played out again, only it was Tracy making the announcement. A few shorts weeks later both women supported baby bumps as they all sat down for their weekly luncheon.
Only Bel was left, it was almost four months later when she announced she was more than two weeks late; a home pregnancy test made it official.
For the rest of her life, Jean never forgot the lessons she learned during the most difficult times in her life. Never once had she taken her wonderful husband or her three sons for granted; she treats them all with the love and respect they deserve and every morning, when she gets up, she says a silent little prayer and thanks God for her family, her friends, and for giving her a second chance.
The End
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"What do you mean you weren't born in Chicago?"
"What do you mean, what do I mean; I mean I wasn't born in Chicago, I was born in Grand Rapids, Michigan," I said trying not to laugh at my wife's obvious distress over something as trivial as my birth place. "Why, what difference does it make?"
"Steve, it makes all the difference in the world," she said angrily. "It means the astrological chart I did on you before we were married is all wrong."
I knew all this lunacy had to have something to do with the way the planets were aligned but this topped everything. Cora, my wife of four years, was pissed at me because I didn't make it a point to inform her where I was born before we were married. Now she has no idea if the stars say we're compatible as a couple or not. How the hell someone as intelligent as my wife can be so taken in by all that astrology crap, I'll never know.
Obviously I've known about her interest in it since we met a little over five years ago, but I've always thought it was more of a hobby than anything...I mean, no one can really and truly believe in that junk...right? Hell, I have golf; she has astrology, no big deal.
I first met Cora at a party and pretty much fell in love with her from the moment she smiled at me. She was smart and witty with an infectious laugh and sparkling blue eyes.
Normally I'm shy around women but she was very popular and I knew if I didn't make a move someone would steal her right out from under me, so I did; make a move that is. About ten minutes after we were introduced I asked her out and damn if she didn't say yes.
We pretty much hit it off from the very start. We liked the same movies, songs, artists...everything; and we enjoyed doing things together, especially photography. That's what I do for a living.
Cora was very pretty, had an excellent figure and was extremely photogenic. She loved to model, but she also had a good eye and knew what went into creating a good photo. After some technical instruction using my equipment, she became a pretty good photographer in her own right; I loved the interplay that created between us. There was only one area where we didn't mesh...astrology.
I think it was our third...maybe fourth date when she mentioned it and I pretty much told her what I thought of all that drivel; so, except for telling me when Mercury went retrograde a few times, she never really talked to me about it that much.
Now, that's not to say she gave it up, she had a whole group of friends that shared her interest. Cora belonged to an astrology club that met every Thursday night; the lady who ran the club, Barbara, used to teach astrology out of her home.
She taught people, including my wife, what it meant when people were born at certain times of the year. That determined their zodiac sign, their rising sign, and what personality traits they would possess. Then there is the bit about stars lining up with certain planets and how all that mumbo-jumbo would affect your life; and of course we can't forget how to figure out some one's astrological chart and plot every aspect of their life from the cradle to the grave...well, you get the picture.
Barbara was a sweet, middle-aged lady and probably my wife's best friend. She didn't teach any longer but the club was made up of former students and was mainly just an excuse for them to get together and gab over a couple drinks every week.
They all enjoyed themselves and I had absolutely no problem with it; in fact, they were always invited to our parties and outdoor BBQs; they were a nice bunch of people and apart from their fascination with the ruling planets, I liked them too. Out of respect and never wanting to embarrass my wife, when astrology came up in conversation I'd just smile and nod my head a lot.
Seeing the level of my wife's annoyance over something so trivial as being mistaken about my birthplace made me realize, that after all our years together, I had underestimated just how seriously my wife actually took all that crap.
"Honey, if it was so important why didn't you ask where I was born before doing the chart?"
"I just assumed; I mean both your mom and dad were born here in Chicago, and I know they were living here at the time you were born, so I just naturally assumed you were born here too."
"Well don't get pissed off at me, if you had asked I would have told you. Hell, honey, I didn't even know you did my chart before we got married."
"Of course I did your chart; I wouldn't have married you if I hadn't," she said curtly.
Cora immediately pulled some of her astrology books from the bookcase and sat down at the dining room table with a new, blank zodiac chart in front of her and proceeded to map out our future according to the stars...again.
I could see she was in no mood to cook dinner so I looked in the fridge but didn't see anything I particularly wanted to cook either. "How about if I just order a pizza for tonight?" After speaking I realized I'd let my frustration with all this BS show in my voice but she didn't even notice.
"Ah, yeah, fine," she muttered without looking up.
I patiently waited over two hours for my lovely wife to rejoin the living; during that time she didn't speak and barely ate.
Finally she lifted her head with a sigh and a scowl on her face.
"So, what's the verdict; are we going to grow old together or are we headed to divorce court?" I said sarcastically.
She gave me a dirty look and said very briskly, "I don't know; I'm just very disappointed."
I was astonished with her comment. "What! Disappointed in what?"
"Let's just leave it, okay? I don't want to talk about it."
That was fine with me; at least for the time being. I was aggravated and it was probably not the time to hash things out, I'm sure I would have said things I wouldn't have been able to take back so I dropped it.
For the rest of the evening she was pretty quiet and so was I, but I had a plan; it involved making love when we went to bed, thinking I would show her my love and everything would be back to normal by morning.
I know, typical male reaction, but what the hell, they say actions speak louder than words and I was prepared to show her I was the same loving husband I'd always been.
Unless it was that time of the month, we both always slept naked so when she came out of the bathroom wearing a three quarter length nightgown I started silently counting the weeks; she was nowhere near her period!
"What's with the nightgown?"
"I just felt like wearing it tonight," she flatly replied.
"Really...just felt like it? We've been married for four years, and other than the baby dolls you wore on our honeymoon, this is the first time you've worn something to bed when you weren't having your period. What's going on Cora; is this still about that stupid astrology chart?"
"I don't want to talk about, Steve; just drop it," she said crawling under the sheet and turning her back on me.
"No, I won't drop it. That's what you said earlier and I said okay because I thought you were just in a bad mood, but if this is going to affect our love life then we're damn straight going to talk about it. Now what's going on?"
She lay silently ignoring me.
"Damn it, Cora, you're really starting to piss me off; if you think you're going to lie there and ignore me you're wrong. I can guarantee you won't get a wink of sleep until you answer me."
She quickly turned on her back with a big deliberate sigh meant to show me just how irritated she was. She still didn't look at me; she just stared at the ceiling. "You're just not the person I thought you were...okay? Now, can we just drop it, please."
"No, we can't drop it; what do you mean, not the same person, in what way?" I was not about to let it drop and have a statement like that hang over me.
She took a while to answer again but I think she realized this was not going away until we cleared the air. "Okay fine," she finally spouted, "The chart shows you just don't have the integrity I thought you did; I thought you were honest to a fault but I know now that's not the case."
"You have GOT to be kidding me; for crying out loud, Cora, you've known me for five years; in that time have I ever lied to you? Have I ever done anything that would warrant a statement like that? Think about it; this is extremely important, Cora, this is about you and me. Use your own intellect instead of relying on the stars; I'm the same person I've always been, I don't give a fuck what that stupid piece of paper says. I'm your husband; I love you and I hope you still love me." I was waiting for a confirmation but it didn't come. "Don't tell me you've lost your love for me based on that chart."
"No, of course not; I just need some time, that's all. Can't you do that, please; can't you give me a little time?"
"Fine, how much time?"
"I don't know; I just have some thinking to do."
"Okay, you do your thinking then call me when you come to your senses; in the meantime I'm going to sleep in the spare room," I said as I got out of bed and stomped toward the hallway. "I'd rather sleep in a bed alone than have you lying beside me in that stupid nightgown and not be able to touch you."
After beating the hell out of my pillow and finally settling down I heard her weeping...good, I thought, at least she still has feelings, anyway.
I don't know how well she slept but if I got two hours I was lucky. I tossed and turned all night; I just couldn't believe, after everything we'd shared over the last five years, she could make a statement like, "I'm not the man she thought I was? I'm not a man of integrity?"
My eyes were wide open when the sun started peeking in through the blinds. Screw it, I thought, there was no way I was going to get anymore sleep so I might as well get up.
I used the shower in the hall bathroom then walked into the master bedroom, grabbed some clothes, and went back to the spare room to get dressed. I don't know if Cora was really asleep or faking it but she didn't move while I was in there.
That was the first time since we'd been married that I left the house in the morning without kissing Cora. Since I was two hours early, I stopped at Denny's for breakfast. I sat there wondering if I'd be able to concentrate on work; I had a client coming into the studio and had to shoot a layout for his ad campaign. I had to focus but I just couldn't get the prior night's events out of my head, and my emotions were all over the place. One minute I was pissed the other I'd be melancholy. I wondered if I could have handled the situation differently; maybe I should have given her more space and just backed off...I don't know, who can figure out women; it was just so damn hard for me to believe that she put so much stock in that astrology gibberish.
As I suspected, it was a tough day at work; I just couldn't keep my mind on what I was doing. I loved my wife and did not want to continue our little feud, even if it meant being the first to blink. On the way home I picked up a dozen red roses and a card saying I was sorry.
I was surprised to see she wasn't home yet as I drove up. She usually beats me home by ten or fifteen minutes and with me stopping off, I was about twenty minutes later than usual.
I put the flowers in a vase and set them on the table in the foyer so she'd see them as soon as she walked in. I had the card leaning against the vase. I wanted to see her reaction so I was upstairs peeking around the corner when she walked in and watching as she opened the card with slight smile. She took just a second to read it then bent down and smelled the flowers; I thought I was in like Flynn but then she nonchalantly tossed the card back down on the table and walked into the living room. It was aggravating; I couldn't tell if my peace offering achieved its desired objective or not.
Well, I thought, I have one more trick up my sleeve, let's see what that does.
"Hi, honey," I greeted her coming down the stairs as if I hadn't been spying on her. I leaned in to give her a kiss on the lips; she didn't back away but she didn't meet me half way either. That ticked off but I tried not to show it.
I know people get angry at one another but it's usually when a person screws up somehow and does something wrong; I hadn't! I think that's what bothered me so much, the absurdity of it all; anyway, I kept my cool and just gave her a small peck.
"Thanks for the flowers, that was sweet," she said with just the hint of a smile.
"That's okay, honey, I also made reservations at Chez Louie."
Her smile got just a tiny bit bigger but she thought for a couple seconds before saying okay. She was still a little stand offish while we got dressed but finally started to melt over dinner. She started to relax even more when I got her on the dance floor a couple times. The smile that I love so much came back, and we started talking again.
"So how did the shoot for the ad campaign go today?"
"Everything went okay," I said. In reality it took me nearly all day and several attempts before coming up with something the client found acceptable. "You were late getting home today, everything ok?" I asked.
"Yeah, I just had a hard day at work and had to stick around till I was finished," she commented.
Again I was glad to hear that she had a tough day too; I figured that meant she was just as bothered by the previous night as I was.
Later, as we got home, I didn't give her a chance to put a nightgown on; as soon as we walked into the bedroom I moved in behind her, put my arms around her waist and pressed my hard-on into her butt. She closed her eyes with a sensuous moan and leaned her head back to rest on my shoulder.
I kissed the side of her neck; that always got her juices flowing. "No more nightgowns, okay?" I whispered in her ear.
"Mmmm, okay," she responded softly.
I nibbled on her earlobe, another one of her erogenous zones; "Take me to bed, honey," she said almost melting in my arms.
I unzipped the flirty, little cocktail dress she wore and let it slip to her feet. She wasn't wearing a bra so I slipped my hand in the front of her panties and felt the warm, moist recess of her dainty pussy before gliding the laced trim silk down her long legs. I picked her up in my arms, turned toward the bed, and gently laid her down. I removed her high heels then rolled the thigh highs down and off.
As I stood gazing at this magnificent woman, all I could think of was how much I adored her. Her beautiful smile told me she knew exactly what I was thinking.
"Hurry, darling," she cooed as I started to unbutton my shirt. Within moments I was pulling my shorts off, she giggled as she watched my rock hard penis pop free and do its best impression of a bouncing diving board. I climbed in next to her; the skin around my cock was stretched so taught I thought it would rip open.
She turned on her side in my direction and kissed me. "I do still love you," she assured me.
I smiled and kissed her back; now, this was the woman I loved. I followed the contour of every hill and valley of her delectable flesh as I worked my mouth toward the gates to heaven. I found that little button hiding under its protective hood and flicked it with my tongue. I felt her twisting and turning under my skillful manipulations and was silently proud of myself for bringing her from orgasm to orgasm.
Finally I positioned myself over my queen and guided my love tool inside of her; she moaned and grabbed me around the neck as I began to thrust my way to our mutual fulfillment. She screamed out just as I felt myself going over the edge and into paradise, pumping stream and stream of warm cum into my precious wife.
With the sheen of perspiration glistening on our naked bodies we both collapsed in exhaustion... ecstatic, enraptured exhaustion.
Once being able to grab our breath, we rolled toward each other and kissed again. I had no trouble falling to sleep, I had my wife back; I was an extremely happy man.
Over the next couple of months, things couldn't have been better. Cora was the same sweet loving woman I had fallen in love with and there was no mention of my birth place or my integrity. I was convinced Cora realized she was being silly putting that much faith into the stars and had come back to reality.
Very rarely did I have to go out of town on an assignment but it did happen every once and a while. "Hi, honey," I greeted her as she answered her cell. I always liked to give her as much lead time as possible when I was going to be gone over night.
"Hi, honey, how's your day going?" she replied.
"Everything's fine, babe; I just wanted to let you know I'll be going down to Peoria next week. I just landed a new client and he wants to do the shoot on the River-Walk down there. I was hoping to make it a weekend shoot. I thought you and I could make a little mini vacation out of it, but we had to get permission from the River Front Association and all they'd give us was next Wednesday and Thursday, so I'll be gone overnight. I'll be home Thursday evening but probably not before you leave for your astrology club."
"Okay, honey; thanks for calling and letting me know. I hate to spend all Wednesday night alone; maybe I can talk my sister into going out for dinner; would you mind?"
"Mind, no of course not; why would I mind?"
"Well, you know; some men don't like it when their wives go out at night without them."
"Honey, I trust you implicitly, you know that; besides, how much trouble could you get in to with Doti along; she couldn't keep a secret if world peace depended on it."
Cora chuckled. "Yep, that's my sister, alright; okay, honey, I'll give her a call and see if she can go. Will you be home on time tonight?"
"Oh sure; no problem, Babe," I assured her. As I hung up I wondered how many couples out there had as strong a marriage we did...not many, I was sure of that.
That Saturday night it was Cora who made the first move, I loved that about her. I'd heard from some of my pals that their wives never initiated sex; Cora did all the time, and when she did she usually became the aggressor. All I had to do was lay back and bask in ecstasy as she would perform a solo using my body as her instrument.
It was well into Sunday morning before we were both spent. Cora cuddled her sweaty body next to mine and promptly fell into a peaceful slumber. I could always tell when she was completely sedated from the cutest little snore anyone ever heard. I was still breathing a little heavily as I gazed up at the ceiling and let my mind start to wander.
I was happy; happier than I'd ever been or even thought possible. Only one thing would now make me happier...a child. When Cora and I were married she had been working at the bank for less than a year and I was a young photographer desperately struggling to make it on my own. We decided to wait until we were more secure financially before having kids.
I hadn't told Cora yet because a lot hung on the shoot in Peoria and I didn't want to build up her hopes until I was sure; but if everything went right, and the client was pleased with my work, he would go to the top of my client list overnight. His company's advertising work would almost double my yearly income.
I was thinking it may be time to finally start that family. I'd wait until after I got back and made sure everything worked out, but as soon as things were definite, I was going to sit down and talk to my lovely wife to see how she would feel about walking around with a big tummy for nine months. I could feel the big grin stretch across my face; God, I could hardly wait.
As was usually the case on a long drive, all the way down to Peoria I found myself thinking about anything and everything. I was wishing Cora could have come along. She was fantastic to have along on an assignment. Not only could she do some modeling if I needed it, but she knew how to help set up my lights and reflectors; she was also a source for new ideas. She was always welcome on any shoot.



I also couldn't help thinking back to all that astrology crap. I wondered if I should try to discourage her from taking that stuff too seriously. Just thinking about the fight it caused and her statements about me not being who she thought I was still rang loud and clear in my ears. It was downright scary to think she could be influenced so heavily by that junk.
I supposed trying to debunk that stuff would just cause more problems, but I just couldn't help speculating on whether she still had reservations about the man she married; I hoped not. I questioned myself as to whether I should just come out and ask her or let it go; but then if everything went right over the next two days, I wanted to discuss having a child, I guessed I'd find the answer to my question then.
By Thursday afternoon we were done. Everything had gone like clockwork and we finished a good two hours ahead of schedule. The client was ecstatic and I was on top of the world as I headed north and watched Peoria disappear in my rearview mirror. I still had to go into the studio and unpack all my gear but there was a chance I'd get home in time to see my beautiful bride before she left for her astrology club.
As it was, I found I had just missed her as I drove past Brad and Gail's house. They lived across the street and Brad was one of my best friends. He was in his yard so I stopped to say hi before pulling into my drive.
"Hey, old buddy, where you been; haven't seen you in a couple days?"
"Hi, Brad; yeah, I had to go down to Peoria. I see I missed my lovely wife," I said seeing her car was gone.
"Yeah; she just drove off not more than five minutes ago. Damn, she looked nice too, she must have a hot date, huh," he joked.
"Oh yeah, right; she better not," I joked back. "The only dates she's allowed are with me."
We talked for a couple more minutes until somebody drove up behind me and honked for me to get out of their way. I told Brad goodbye and pulled into my driveway.
I was tired from the long drive and all the loading and unloading of my equipment so I looked for something easy for dinner. I found some frozen turkey steaks to stick on the grill, grabbed a can of beer and I was all set.
As tired as I was, it was still too early for bed, and since there was nothing else to do I wandered into my office to start going over the shots from Peoria. When I started, I just wanted to look, I had no intensions of actually editing them but sometimes I just can't help myself, and before I knew it, I was scouring over each and every photo, making notes, and selecting the best shots for the client's needs. I was so engrossed, I had completely lost track of time until I heard the front door.
"Hey, gorgeous," I greeted my wife with a smile.
"Honey, I thought you'd be in bed by now," she replied giving me a kiss.
I glanced at the fancy clock we got as an anniversary present from her parents. "I had no idea it was so late," I said seeing it was almost eleven. "You're pretty late getting home yourself; you didn't have any car trouble, did you?"
"No, no; we all got into a long discussion about whether Pluto is actually a planet or not, that's all. I didn't realize it was so late. I am pretty tired though, I think I'm just going to go up and hit the sack; you don't mind, do you?" she asked already heading toward the stars.
"No, of course, honey; give me a few minutes to finish up some notes from Peoria and I'll be right up."
"Oh yeah," she said climbing the stairs and not looking back, "How did it go?"
"Great," I said exuberantly.
"Good," she replied reaching the top landing.
I was a little disappointed in her obvious lack of enthusiasm, but then to be fair, I hadn't told her the significance of the job, either; so to her I guess it was just another assignment.
I went back to the office; it only took about ten minutes to finish up what I had started. I was again disappointed to find Cora sleeping already when I crawled in next to her.
I lay there for a few minutes, trying to come to grips with my disappointment; I had been so elated when I got home but it was waning rapidly. Like I told myself earlier, since I didn't tell Cora how important that one assignment was I had no right to be upset in her response. I finally consoled myself with that thought, but just as I was about to drift off, Brad's comment about her looking so nice when she left popped into my mind. Of course Cora always looks nice but when she came home she wasn't dressed in anything he hadn't seen her in a million times before. Huh; strange, I thought before slipping into unconsciousness.
The next morning at breakfast, Cora seemed to be a little preoccupied.
"Anything wrong, Honey?" I asked as she kind of stared into space while eating.
"Huh...oh no; I'm sorry, honey, I was just thinking."
"Anything you care to share?"
"No; it's nothing important, just some stuff at work," she replied.
"I just missed you last night; I saw Brad in his yard as I was pulling into the drive, he said I missed you by five minutes. I'm going to have to watch that guy, he commented on how great you looked when you left; he wondered if you had a hot date," I said with a smile. "I expected you to come home dressed in your little black cocktail dress or something."
"Were you disappointed when I came home dressed in slacks?" she asked jokingly.
"Not at all, doll; I'm just always glad when you're home; I don't care what you're wearing...of course if I had it my way, you'd be naked all the time."
"Yeah, that might be a little embarrassing at the bank; don't you think?" she asked with a big grin. "Maybe Brad was talking about Wednesday night; I had a nice dress and high heels on when Doti and I went out to dinner. You must have gotten done sooner than you thought, huh? How did everything go in Peoria; I never got a chance to ask?" she said changing the subject and evidently forgetting about last night.
"Honey, everything went better than I had anticipated and I'm pretty sure the client is just as happy as I am. It'll be my biggest account so far, babe, and a nice boost to our income."
"Oh, honey, that's great," she said, finally showing some enthusiasm.
"Yeah, I'm actually stealing the account from one of the big studios down town; they messed up royally on their last ad campaign. I'm pretty sure I have the account sewn up, if I'm right maybe we can talk about starting that family, finally," I said watching for her reaction.
"Maybe," she answered.
Well that was anticlimactic, I thought.
"We'll have to talk about it some other time though, honey, I have to get to work," she said getting up from the table. She walked around and gave me a quick kiss before heading out.
She left me wondering; I knew she had to leave but I was expecting a little more reaction to my proposal than that; especially since she had been so emotional about having kids when we'd talked about it in the past. I had gotten the impression before, that it was almost torture for her to put off having children but knew it was in everyone's best interest until we could afford it. Here I tell her we can finally afford it and I get a, "Maybe?"
Once again I was getting that bad feeling in the pit of my stomach but chased it away telling myself I was getting paranoid ever since that stupid fight about my birthplace. After all, she did seem to be preoccupied with something; more than likely she hadn't really absorbed what I was saying. She'll probably come home tonight after thinking about what I said, and throw herself at me demanding I get her pregnant immediately.
That thought put a smile on my face where it stayed all day, until I got home that night. Cora's car was in the drive when I pulled up and I was anticipating a big, loving welcome as I walked in...but it didn't come.
I was really disappointed when Cora wasn't even there to greet me with her usual kiss and hug. "Cora," I called out, "Are you home?"
"In here," I heard her say.
As I walked into the dining room I saw her with her astrology books spread out on the table again. I walked up to give her a kiss. Without looking up he offered me her cheek. "That's all I get," I said giving her a peck.
"Let me just get done with this, honey."
Damn I hated that crap! I figured she was trying to determine the best time to get pregnant and was already figuring out the kid's charts based on possible birthdates. In the meantime there was nothing started for dinner again and I was feeling like an outcast. I came up with an idea to kill two birds with one stone.
"Hey, hon, let's celebrate my new client and go out for dinner tonight."
"Fine, but let me finish this first, okay; I'll be done in another twenty minutes," she said almost sounding aggravated.
I felt like telling her to forget it if she couldn't muster any more excitement than that but I didn't. Instead I went upstairs and showered. I was almost completely dressed by the time she came up and joined me.
"So, do you have all the kid's charts done already?" I asked a little cynically. She ignored me completely as she walked into the shower. I thought, what a way to start out our celebration.
As it was, the night went pretty well, although she did seem to still be preoccupied a little bit. Even that was gone later in the evening though when we made love; finally, for the first time all day, I knew I had her full attention. It was almost one in the morning by the time we cuddled in preparation for sleep.
"So, have you given anymore thought to our starting a family?" I asked quietly.
"Of course, but I want to wait a couple months yet before I stop taking the pill," she said.
I knew it; I knew that's what she was doing when I got home. She was trying to determine when she wanted the baby born. What I couldn't figure out was how she could be so sure she would get pregnant right away; I understand it sometimes takes months, or even years for some couples. Oh well, I thought, maybe she knows something I don't; in any case, we've waited this long, I guess a couple more months won't make a difference. I went to sleep that night grinning from ear to ear; my business was booming, I had a wonderful, sexy, loving wife, and soon I will be a father...I was living the best of what life had to offer, and I knew it.
For most of the following week, I don't think I ever came down from walking on cloud nine. I couldn't help showing my elation every night as I walked in the door. The first thing I would do was wrap my arms around my lovely wife and smother her with kisses. I was starting to flirt with her again, like I did when we were first dating. I took every opportunity to feel her up, which usually resulted in some sexy little banter between the two of us. Life was good.
That Thursday Cora's mood changed again when she came home from her astrology club. I noticed it right away; she was very quiet. I asked if something was wrong and she said no, but I knew something happened. She also looked different somehow; I tried to figure out what it was that was different but I couldn't put a finger on it.
I knew when something was bothering me I wanted to be left alone to figure it out by myself so I thought I would give her the same courtesy; if she wanted to talk about it, I was there; if not I knew she would work it out herself.
The problem was she didn't seem to be working it out. She kind of kept her distance from me the whole week. I wondered if she was having second thoughts about having children and didn't want to tell me. I was hoping, sooner or later, she would bring up whatever was bothering her and we could talk about it.
Now I can be a very patient man, but after three weeks of Cora's attitude my patience was running out. Each day she seemed to be pulling away from me just a tiny bit more; even during love making. I thought of confronting her and not letting her off the hook until she told me what was wrong.
To prepare for my interrogation, I sat down and started going over everything in my mind; just when all this started and wondering if there was something that happened at that time to give me a clue. As I started to analyze the past month, I remember it all seemed to start with her coming home from her astrology club. I wondered if it was something that one of her friends was going through, but they were my friends as well, why wouldn't she tell me?
The more I thought, the more scenarios I came up with; did they discuss our having children and found something in the stars that was a bad omen? Knowing my views on the subject, that would certainly give her a reason for not wanting to discuss it with me.
Could it still have something to do with the fight we had about my birthplace? I doubted that; as traumatic as she took it at first, she seemed to get completely over it fairly quickly. No, I couldn't see that having a bearing on the current situation. What ever happened, happened at Barbara's astrology club.
For five years, I thought, that stupid Voo-Doo never caused a problem, now it seemed, every time I turned around it was becoming a cause for concern.
Since I was almost positive our problems had something to do with her astrology club, I decided to wait until I had a chance to talk with Barbara before confronting my wife.
The following Thursday I got a peck on lips before Cora took off. Since it was a twenty minute drive from our house to Barbara's, I waited until she pulled out of our drive before calling.
"Hello," she answered.
"Hi, Barbara, it's Steve Haynes, how are you?"
There seemed to be a slight pause before she answered. "Oh, Steve, I'm fine, how are you?"
"Well I'm not too sure, Barbara, that's why I'm calling. Cora is on her way over but just left so we have a little time to talk. She's been kind of out of sorts for the last month or so; she won't talk about it but I noticed it seemed to start after one of the astrology meetings. Can you think of anything that happened or was said that would have caused her some distress? Has she said anything to you about something being wrong?"
Again there was a pause, this time a little longer. "You said she's coming over?"
"Yeah, she's on her way; she never misses those club meetings, you know that."
"Steve, some of the other members will be coming shortly so I really don't want to get into it until we have some time to talk. You know where I work, right; over on Touhy and Wolf road?"
"Ah, yeah, sure; Barbara, but now you're starting to scare me, what's going one?"
"Steve, I really can't get into it right now; can you meet me for lunch sometime?"
"Yes, of course." I thought about my schedule for a second. "I can't tomorrow, I'll be tied up all day, how about Monday? I'll have to juggle a couple things around but I can be there," I said now genuinely concerned.
"I'm sorry, Steve, we have a meeting on Monday; how about Tuesday?" she responded. "Don't say anything about us talking or about lunch to Cora, okay?"
"Yeah, okay, Tuesday it is, but that's a long time from now, can't you give me a hint about what's going on; you really have me worried now," I said anxiously.
"No, it'll be better if we talk in person."
"Okay, I'll wait for you in front of your building at noon on Tuesday; if I can't make it I'll call, but unless you hear from me, I'll be there." We said our goodbyes and hung up.
Shit, now I was almost sorry I called. I sat on the couch wondering what could be so terrible that Barbara couldn't talk about it over the phone. On top of everything else, Cora was late getting home again; not by half an hour like before, it was midnight by the time I came out of my stupor and looked at the clock. I tried calling her cell but it went directly to voice mail. It was quarter after before she came strolling in.
"Damn, honey, where have been? I was getting worried, I almost called Barbara to see if you were still there," I said without so much as saying hello.
"You didn't, did you?" was her reply without so much as a hello.
"No, but..."
"Don't you ever embarrass me like that; I'm a big girl, I can take care of myself," she interrupted matching my ire with her own.
"Don't use that tone with me, you had me worried sick; it's after midnight for crying out loud; what the hell am I supposed to think? The least you could have done was called to tell me you were going to be late."
That appeared to take her by surprise; I don't think she realized how late it was.
"I'm sorry," she apologized, "Barbara and I started talking after everyone else left and I guess I lost track of time. Why didn't you call my cell?"
"I tried but it's turned off."
"What," she said taking it out of her purse. "I'm sorry, honey; I must have turned it off accidentally somehow, no wonder you were worried."
She sauntered over to me seductively, put her arms around my neck, and gave me a big, sloppy kiss. "Forgive me?" she asked pulling our lips apart again.
Now how the hell could anybody stay angry with someone like that? I'd almost forgotten about my conversation with Barbara.
"Yeah, I forgive you," I countered with a grin. "Just don't let it happen again," I said with a mock stern tone in my voice.
I thought we were both too tired for sex that night, but if there was any question, she answered it. "Good night," she said crawling under the sheet.
"Good night," I replied. We didn't even get a chance to cuddle before she was sound asleep. As for me; well I lay there wondering what Barbara was going to tell me.
The next several days were torture; I tried to act normal but all I could think of was the phone conversation I had with Barbara; that Tuesday I was waiting in front of the building where she worked just as I said I would be. When she saw me, I got the impression she was hoping I wouldn't show. I asked where she wanted to have lunch, and to my surprise, she picked the bar and grill across the street. I was surprised because she didn't drink.
She picked a quiet spot in the corner of the place as far away from everyone as we could get. I pulled out the chair for her to sit down then sat myself on the other side of the table. She hadn't spoken a word since we walked in, nor had she looked me in the eye. Barbara was always a happy person, always the first to laugh at a joke or be ready with a kind word; but there were no jokes, no kind words as I watch her struggle with whatever it was she had to tell me. Her hands trembled and I saw tears in her eyes.
"Barbara, what going on?"
To be continued...
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"Barbara, what's going on?"
"God I hate doing this," she said, obviously in some mental anguish. "I'm about to lose a very good friend, but I can't help it," she said still not being able to look me in the eye.
"What, Barbara; who is the friend you're going to lose, Cora?"
Just then the bar maid came over to take our order; it was an untimely interruption and I had to keep myself from being rude just to get rid of her. As soon as she turned her back to leave I pounced. "Okay, Barbara, tell me; what the hell is going on?"
She sighed as if she was about to face a firing squad. "A couple months ago Cora called me all upset over you being born in Michigan instead of Chicago like she thought you were. She said she redid your chart and found you weren't the honest person she thought you were. She had been lied to in an early relationship, Steve; it hurt her very badly, so honesty is very important to her now."
"Barbara, I have never lied to her," I said interrupting.
"I know, Steve, and I told her that but it really bothered her. We've talked about it a few times since then, and try as she has, she just can't let go of it. It's been extremely difficult for her because she does love you but she just can't help believing the chart; according to her interpretation it said one day she's going to wake up and find you've lied to her about something that will cause her whole world to come crashing down on her."
About that time the barmaid came back with my beer and put Barbara's lemonade down in front of her. "Your orders will be up in a few minutes," she informed us before leaving again.
"Barbara, that's ridiculous. I'm really shocked to find out Cora takes all this astrology stuff so seriously, I thought it was more of a hobby."
"Oh no, she believes in it wholeheartedly," she said. "She kept it from you because she knew how you felt but she never lost her faith in the stars."
"Faith in the stars," I repeated cynically shaking my head. "Can't you tell her she's interpreting it wrong?"
"I tried but she has a mind of her own, Steve. She's very good at constructing and reading charts and she knows it."
God, this was all so mind numbing; I was getting more and more fretful by the minute.
"Has she said anything about children? We talked about a month ago; my business is doing pretty well and I told her I'd like to start a family. She wasn't quite as enthusiastic as I had hoped; now I understand why. Has she said anything to you?"
"Oh yeah, she was really torn on having children after doing your chart. She said she didn't think she could be a single parent."
"For crying out loud, this is crazy, Barbara, she's got us divorced already?" I said getting a little louder than I had intended.
Barbara's face changed, looking as if she was in torment.
"What?" I asked in fear. "Don't tell me she's filing for divorce!"
"No, I don't think so, but..."
"But what, Barbara; come on, tell me what the hell is going on in her mind, damn it."
"Steve, I don't know for sure, but...well, we had a new guy join the club a couple months ago; his name is Mark Goodsom. Of course we all did his chart and started discussing it with him; we do that with everybody; anyway, we all started comparing his chart to our own and found that his and Cora's were a perfect match, I mean perfect; according to their charts they were born to be with each other."
I started feeling sick. Barbara was insinuating that Cora had already found another man; I had to excuse myself quickly as I got up and ran to the washroom. Tears were welling up in my eyes before I even got there. I immediately went into one of the stalls where I was sure I would vomit, but after a few minutes past, I couldn't, so I washed my face and returned to the table.
"Barbara, is she planning on leaving me?"
"Truthfully, Steve, I don't know; but what prompted this meeting was you telling me Cora was on her way over to the club," she looked me in the face then looked down again. "Steve, I haven't seen Cora for the last month," she said sadly, before hitting me with the punch line, "nor have I seen Mark."
God, never in my life had I felt the way I did at that moment. "You mean she's cheating on me?"
"I don't know," she quickly responded. "Honestly, but when you said she was coming over last night...well, she never showed; neither did Mark."
I hadn't even noticed the barmaid as she set our food down in front of us. "Enjoy," she said before walking away.
I slumped down in my seat; I'd never felt so low or so defeated in my life. I wanted to burst out crying but was determined not to do it in front of Barbara and the whole bar.
"She didn't come home last night until after midnight; she said you and her got talking and she lost track of time," I said almost mumbling as if I was in a trance.
The woman who just destroyed me with the truth shook her head. "I'm sorry, Steve, but like I said, I haven't seen her in a month."
I thought back to Thursday night and realized what was different, her hair; it was done differently than when she left; I also remembered she smelled different, like she had just showered and used a different brand of soap. I didn't think anything of it at the time but now it was all falling into place.
"I'm sorry, Barbara, I don't mean to leave you like this but I can't stay; if you do see or talk to Cora, please don't tell her about our meeting," I said standing abruptly and throwing thirty bucks on the table. I hurried out and across the street to my car; I drove around to the back of the office building where no one would see me and cried...cried harder than I could remember ever crying before, even as a child.
I had no idea how long I sat there but when I finally ran out of tears I realized I had no idea what to do. She was the most important person in my life; I'd take a bullet for her. How could she not see WE were reality, SHE and I, not that stupid astrology crap; that was nothing but fantasy? I pounded my fist against door panel in frustration. "I can't lose her," I told myself out loud, "She's my life, I can't...I just can't lose her!"
I was physically and emotionally drained. My chest rose and fell as I tried to breathe. I could feel my heart pounding so hard I thought it would explode. I needed to think. Rhetorically, I kept asking myself what am I going to do but it wasn't a rhetorical question, I really did need to figure out a plan of action.
I couldn't stay in the car all day, I needed someplace where I would be comfortable; some place I could block out everything else and consider my options. I started the car and headed for my studio.
As soon as I was inside I turned my cell phone off and wandered into my office in the back of the building; I was wishing I had some hard liquor but I never kept any there. I did have a coffee pot so I poured myself a cold cup and stuck in the microwave. That was better anyway, I thought, I needed a clear head. I put the, now hot cup of coffee, on the desk and literally collapsed into my chair. I still couldn't believe it; maybe it's not true. Maybe there's a perfectly innocent explanation...but if that was the case why would she lie to me?
I guessed the first thing to do was find out if she was really cheating on me or not. If it was true it'd have to be on Thursday nights, it shouldn't be hard to find out for sure, but what then? I guessed I'd figure that out when the time came; first things first.
It didn't take me long to come up with a plan; hell, it was easy. I called Brad at work and asked if he could meet me for a drink. He was surprised to hear from me; in all the years we'd known one another I don't think I'd ever called him at his job.
I texted Cora telling her I'd be about an hour late, then met Brad after he got out of the office.
He noticed as soon as he sat down. "Steve, are you okay? What's the matter, man, you look like you've been crying."
I just came right out with it. "I think Cora is cheating on me."
"What; no way, you're wrong, Steve; there is no way; what the hell ever gave you that idea, anyway?"
"We've been having problems lately," I told him. I explained about her belief in astrology and the situation with my birthplace. He sat there and listened, sometimes shaking his head like he couldn't believe it any more than I could; then I told him what Barbara said and how Cora lied about where she was going for the last several Thursday nights.
"I just can't believe it, Steve," he said almost crying himself. "How can she believe in that hocus pocus and not see that you and her were made for each other?"
"I don't know, Brad, but she does."
"What are you going to do?"
"Well the first thing I have to do is find out if it's true. I've got to know if she's really cheating on me or not; after that I'm just not sure. I..." I was starting to break down again and fought hard to stay in control, "I don't want to lose her, Brad; I love that woman with all my heart."
"I know you do, buddy, I know you do."
"Okay," I said looking down and wiping my eyes dry again, "can you help me follow her Thursday night?"
"Ah, oh sure."
"Thanks," I said still fighting to manage my emotions, "I'll be behind you. She'd probably spot my car but I doubt if she'll recognize yours. I'll stay behind you and we'll stay on the phone just in case we get separated."
Brad was nodding his head but seemed a little apprehensive. "What are you going to do if we find out she is cheating, you're not planning anything I should know about, are you?"
"You mean like beating the crap out of this Goodsom guy?"
"Yeah, like that," he said a little anxiously.
"I sure thought about it, but no, I don't think it would do any good and I'd probably just wind up behind bars. No, I won't do anything that will land us in jail."
Brad seemed relieved and let out a little sigh. "Okay, I'll watch out the window; as soon as she leaves I'll jump in the car and fall in behind her; you'll what... fall in behind me then?"
"Yeah," I said sadly. "I saw something in a movie once; at the time I thought it was clever but I never thought I'd have an occasion to use it."
"What's that?" Brad asked.
"It'll be just dark enough by the time she leaves that she'll turn her lights on, so I'm going to break the driver's side tail light lens out in her car. That'll make it easier to follow her. I also have a couple magnetic reflectors in the garage that I'll stick on her trunk."
"What if she sees them; she'll know something's up."
"She won't see them, I'll do it sometime just before she leaves; she'll have no reason to go behind her car before hopping in the driver's seat."
"Okay, man; sounds like you have everything figured out. Try to keep your head up between now and then, huh; I know she lied but I still can't believe she's cheating on you, maybe it's something else; something innocent."
"Brad, you have no idea how much I'm praying that you're right."
We finished our beers and went home. Cora was on the phone when I walked in but abruptly ended the conversation.
"Hi, honey," I said giving her a peck on the lips. "Who was that on the phone?"
"Oh just one of the new trainees from work," she said.
I glanced at my watch. "The bank's been closed for over an hour."
"I know, but he had a question and I guess just couldn't wait until tomorrow," she said.
"You let your trainees call you at home after hours? You should tell them this is our time; if they have questions they should ask you at work," I said forcefully. I didn't really believe the person on the phone was a trainee from the bank, I believed it had something to do with this Mark character. I didn't want to say that but I couldn't help showing I was pissed.
She didn't say anything in response; she just turned toward the stove and checked the roast she was cooking. "Dinner will be ready in a few minutes, why don't you go wash up," she said flatly.
I went up stars and wondered how I was going to deal with all of this for the next couple of days and not tip my hand. I was dying inside; little by little, piece by piece, moment by moment...I was dying. I kept hoping my suspicions were wrong but more and more of the clues kept pointing to my worst fears.
For the next couple of days Cora was kind of quiet; normally I'd been trying to coax her out of her mood, but this time I just kept to myself as well. Thursday I stopped off at a hardware store on the way to a photo shoot. I had a couple items I needed for later.
As I got home I parked the car on the side of the street before pulling into my drive. I knew Cora would be in the kitchen and wouldn't see me but she would hear the car drive in. I walked up behind her vehicle and hit the red, plastic tail light lens with the small ballpeen hammer I bought; not enough to break the bulb, just enough to break the front of the lens so you could see the brightness of the light itself. Then I took out a couple of the reflectors I had taken from the garage before leaving for work and stuck them on the back of her trunk.
I stood back a little and admired my handy work; there'll be no problem following her tonight, that was for sure. As I turned to walk back to my car I saw Brad watching me from the window; he gave me a thumbs up.
We were both a little quiet again at supper; later, before leaving for her, "astrology club," Cora gave me a kiss...I wondered if it would be the last one I ever got from her.
I watched out the window as she pulled out of our drive; I looked over and saw Brad was already in his car waiting for her. He let her get a little way down the street then pulled out behind her; I was walking out to my car as he pulled away.
My phone rang as I started the ignition.
"Are you there, Steve?"
"Yeah, I'm here; I'm one car behind you," I said as I pulled out. "Do you have her?"
"Oh yeah; between the job you did on her tail light and the reflectors, I couldn't lose her if I tried."
Just then the knot in my stomach got bigger as I watched them turn ahead of me. "Well that rules out Barbara's place," I said over the phone.
"Huh," was Brad's confused response.
"Barbara's place, where she's supposed to be going...it's the other way."
"Oh," he said sadly.
We didn't have to follow her very far; the Brightside motel was only about ten minutes from our house. Brad and I watched as she pulled into their lot and went right into room one-fourteen. Brad pulled in but drove around to the back of the lot so his car wouldn't be noticed; I followed him.
"I'm really sorry, Steve," he said as we got out of our cars.
"Thanks," I said almost unable to speak. There didn't seem to be much question anymore; people don't have rendezvous in motel rooms to play tiddlywinks. Still, even with all the evidence I was facing, I still had just a glimmer of hope as I opened my trunk and took out the ten pound sledge hammer I bought earlier.
"Whoa!" Brad said getting excited when he saw it. "What are you planning to do with that?"
"Don't worry, it's not for them," I reassured him. "Have you ever watched one of those cop shows; they all have a big battering ram to knock doors in with. Well I don't have a big battering ram but I think this will do."
"Can't we just ask the clerk to give us a key?" he asked.
"He's not going to do that. Don't worry, I'll pay for the door. Here," I said reaching in the camera bag and giving a Nikon to him, "I've got it all set up, all you have to do is hit this button. I want as many pictures as you can take. If she wants a divorce at least I'll have the evidence to show I wasn't the bad guy."
"Okay," said Brad taking the camera. "We should probably give them a couple more minutes before we break in."
We both stood in silence by our cars for another ten minutes then started our march to the door of room one-fourteen.
"Ready?" I whispered. Brad nodded his head. "When the door opens you follow me in and start hitting that button on the camera."
"Will do," he whispered back.
I took a stance beside the door where I could get a good swing, and in a motion much like Paul Bunyan swinging his mighty ax, smashed the big hammer into the door right behind the doorknob. In a loud crash, the metal door swung open with an explosion of wooden splinters from the jam flying in every direction. The safety chain flew from its mooring and the top of the door unhinged falling partially inside the room.
I heard a blood curdling scream from Cora as I dashed into the room and saw my foe trying desperately to back his face away from my wife's naked pussy. Cora, having no idea of what was happening, was pushing at the top of his head in her panic; he got so twisted up in the bedding he lost his balance and fell off the side of the bed taking the top sheet with him. Cora lay there looking at me, stunned into silence with nothing available to preserve her modesty.
Brad was snapping away as I stood and stared at her naked body. It had been the source of my universe, now it was the source of the most horrible pain I'd ever experienced in my entire life. Suddenly it all became clear; up until that moment I had been planning a strategy for saving my marriage, for keeping the woman I loved; it was at that instant in time that I realized I no longer had a marriage; that I would walk away from the woman I loved. There was simply no way of ever living with the pain of what I saw in front of me.
I saw Cora's face fill with fear. I guessed she saw it in my eyes; I could feel my sadness turn to anger. My entire body was infected with it; every muscle, every nerve tightened in response; I took a deep breath trying to calm myself.
"This makes a lot of sense doesn't it, Cora," I said with contempt. "According to the fucking stars it was my honesty that was in question. You were so worried about me lying to you, but it was you who lied and schemed behind MY back; YOU who betrayed ME and made a mockery of our wedding vows."
I saw her hands starting to tremble; tears welled up in her eyes and were trickling down her flushed cheeks. I think she was just starting to realize the extent of her treachery, just starting to see what she had lost forever.
I felt fire in my eyes as I looked down at the man who would steal my wife. He sat on the floor cowering with the sheet still tangled around him; I looked back at her. "I see you're wearing your wedding rings so shit head here obviously knows you're married; so much for his integrity, huh."
"Steve," said Brad being unsure what I was going to do as I approached her.
"Don't worry, I'm not going to hurt anybody." Cora looked confused as I took ahold of her hand; not sure of my intentions, she tried jerking it from my grip but I held it tight; she was stunned as I yanked her wedding rings from her finger. I tightly closed my fist around them; I could feel my face burning with fury; I must have looked like a wild man as I turned and headed toward the doorway.
"Wher...wait...where are you going? Steve, where are going with my rin...Steve, wait...please, my...my rings?" she cried out in anguish.
"Come and find out," I yelled back. I walked out the broken door and laid the rings down on the sidewalk. A small group of people were milling around, curious I suppose, with what was going on. They watched as I gathered my rage into one powerful swing.
"Steve, NOOOO!" I heard Cora scream as I raised the hammer above my head then brought it down with all my strength, smashing the rings and sending shards of the cement below spraying out along with fragments of eighteen karat gold; I had no idea where the diamonds landed.
Standing in the doorway, her naked body in full view of the lingering bystanders, Cora slumped to the floor in despair. "My rings...my rings," she sniveled.
"Now they're as smashed as my heart and neither of them will ever be the same," I cried out; I was in so much pain, I wanted her to feel some of it.



"I don't understand, Cora; how could you hurt me like this? All I ever did was love you more than life itself and look what you did; you crushed that love just like I crushed your fucking rings. I never thought you could be so cruel. Come on," I said to Brad, "let's go and leave the lovers alone."
Just then a young, pimply faced motel manager came rushing around the corner of the building but stopped dead in his tracks when he saw me with the sledge hammer. He looked at the door hanging from only the bottom hinge. The look in his eyes was definitely one of fear.
"Don't worry," I told him, "I'm not going to hurt anybody." I pulled a business card from my wallet and handed it to him. "Here, just send me the bill for the door and the sidewalk."
Cora was still slumped in the doorway, naked. She held her face in her hands and bawled, paying no attention to the growing crowd of gawkers. I think she was in shock, or something pretty close to it. When Brad and I got back to our cars I took the camera from him and threw the sledge in the back seat.
"Are you going to be alright? Why don't you come home with me, don't go back to the house right now."
"Thanks, I really appreciate the offer but I need to be alone. I think..."
"That's just what you don't need right now, Steve; you've just gone through an extremely traumatic experience; you need people around you, people who care for you. Come on, come home with me."
I knew he was worried that I might do something to myself; to tell the truth, the thought had crossed my mind. In any event I wanted to be alone. "Thanks, Brad, but no; I'm going to stay at the studio for a few days."
I could see the worried look on his face as I got into my car but I'd never been so depressed in my life and I just didn't want anyone around me; I had just come to terms with the fact that I was going to live the rest of my life without the woman I loved and I wanted time to...well, to wallow in my misery.
As I left the parking lot I took one last look at the woman who had made me so happy. She was still sitting naked in front of the doorway. At some point her shit-head lover had gotten dressed and was trying to get her back on her feet but she was flailing her arms at his legs and screaming something at him. I couldn't tell what it was. I hope she and the stars and her asshole, 'perfect match,' boyfriend will be very happy together, I told myself sarcastically.
When I unlocked the front door to my studio and stepped inside everything looked different; oh, the lights, the cameras, stands, and all the other equipment was the same stuff I'd been using for years but somehow it had lost its importance, its stature in my life. What was it all for? True, I loved my work, I was very lucky that way, but it had been all for US; to build a life for US, Cora, me and our kids; my family. But there was no family anymore, there wasn't even an US anymore; just me. Was it still worth all the time and trouble; was it still worth all the ups and downs of running my own business?
I turned back around and left again; I locked the door and started to walk; I had no destination in mind, I just needed to clear my head. It was time to reevaluate my life.
Deep in the vertigo of my thoughts, I seemed to pass a never ending parade of streetlights that would cast my shadow across the pavement. By the time my legs were so tired I could hardly stand anymore, I found myself in front the dark, choppy waters of Lake Michigan; how I got there I hadn't a clue. I was miles from the studio. I reached into my pocket to check the time on my phone and realized I'd left it on the seat of my car. As the soothing sound of the night tide echoed in my mind, the turbulent waves nipped at my heels as I climbed along some of the smaller rocks to a large bolder; there I sat down for a well-deserved rest. I looked around to get my bearings. Damn, I had to be five or six miles from my studio; I suspected it was one or two in the morning. At least I used the time productively, I thought. During my little stroll I had pretty much mapped out a plan for the rest of my life...and it didn't include Cora or any other women for that matter, just me; I decided I was the only person I could count on and I swore never to give my heart away like that again.
I'd spent the last five years of my life building a business to be proud of; earlier I had asked myself if it was worth it; I decided the answer was yes; that business would be my love, my only love. I would throw myself into it lock-stock-and-barrel. I would build the most prestigious photography studio in Chicago-land...well, that was the plan anyway.
By the time I got back it was getting light out. The first thing I did was get my phone out of my car. My voice mail was full. I couldn't believe how popular I had become all of a sudden. There were calls from Brad, Cora, her mom and dad, her sister, Doti, Barbara, and Julie, a friend of Cora's from the bank. The only ones I didn't erase were the ones from Brad; I would call him back as soon as I was sure he was up. The rest I wanted nothing to do with. Part of my plan was to cut myself off from Cora, her friends, her sister, and even her folks, as much as I loved them; I just didn't want anyone around reminding me of what I'd lost.
In the back of the studio I had a small room I used for a model's dressing room. It had a closet, make-up desk, couch, and a shower; I would get rid of the couch in exchange for a futon, partition off half the closet for my own clothes and the room would second as my bedroom. In the office I had a hot plate for cooking and a small refrigerator; all the comforts of home.
I checked my schedule and found I had only one photo shoot and it was in the studio at three in the afternoon. I set the alarm on my phone for eight o'clock, just three hours away, and lay down on the couch; I didn't even remember closing my eyes, I was asleep so fast.
The next thing I knew my phone was going off already; could it be eight o'clock so soon, I wondered as I reached for it...no, it was only seven. It wasn't the alarm but the phone itself was ringing.
"Hello," I mumbled doing the best I could on two hours of sleep.
"Steve, are you alright? Damn it, man, where have you been; Gail and I have been half out of our minds worrying about you!" I recognized the angry man on the other end as Brad.
"Steve, don't you ever do this to us again," said his angry wife on the extension.
"Good morning, Brad; good morning, Gail." I said a little sheepishly. I heard somebody sigh but wasn't sure if it was Brad or his better half. "Brad, I told you I'd be okay, I'm not going to do anything to myself. I went for a long walk last night and left my phone in the car, that's all; sorry if I worried you guys."
There was a short pause on the other end; I think they were just glad I was okay. Gail spoke first. "Damn it, Steve, you had us scared to death. The first person Cora called was Doti; she went over to the studio figuring that's where you'd go. When you never showed she called here asking if your car was across the street. You told Brad you were going to the studio so when she said you weren't there we all got worried."
"I'm sorry, really; I did go to the studio but left right away. By the time I got back it was dawn."
"Have you talked to Cora yet, she's called here probably twenty times already. I don't think she believed us when we told her you weren't staying here," sighed Gail.
"All she has to do is look across the street and see my car's not there."
"I don't think she's been home yet, Steve," Brad chimed in.
"She probably stayed with good old Mark," I said with venom.
"No, I doubt that, Steve; she was crying pretty good and begging us to have you call her if we talked to you; I don't think she'd be talking like that if she was with him," Gail said.
"Well I haven't talked to her and I don't intend to. As soon as it's nine o'clock I'm calling my lawyer and filing for divorce. I want nothing more to do with her or her idiotic, starry-eyed friends; none of them."
"Steve, can't you just talk to her; please. She really sounds broken up, maybe there's still a chance for you two, maybe if you went to couples counseling or something."
"Gail, you weren't listening to me...I want nothing more to do with her," I said emphatically. "Damn it; she literally abandoned me, Gail; abandoned me for that asshole because their charts matched; that's what gets me, it's all just so fucking stupid! Forgive my language," I said.
"Yeah, I know; Brad told me the story. I know she loves you though, I'll bet if you gave her a second chance..."
I cut her off. "Gail, there will be no second chances; we're done, I could never go through anything like this ever again...and I won't. From now on I am Steven Haynes, photographer and that's it; not husband, not father, not lady's man, not lover, just photographer.
"Oh, Steve, please don't do this to yourself; you're a wonderful man, don't let your heart turn to stone like that."
"Sorry, Gail, it already has; from now on my only love is my studio," I said coldly.
Three times, while talking with Brad and Gail, my phone buzzed telling me I had a call waiting; I ignored each of them. After hanging up I turned the phone off, took a shower, and walked the four blocks to Denny's for breakfast.
By the time I got back it was shortly after nine; time to get things started. Lou was the lawyer who helped me incorporate a few years earlier. He was my first call; when I explained the situation, he said he'd handle the divorce for me and gave me advice about finances; the problem was, our personal account and my business account were both held by the bank my wife worked for. I didn't want to go in and see Cora. Lou suggested I not go into the main bank where she worked but pick a branch several miles away.
I looked on the computer and picked out one that was a forty-five minute drive. Lou told me if Cora fought the divorce the court could order the accounts frozen, so his advice was to take out enough cash to hold me over if needed.
Cora and I had one joint credit card which I paid off and closed before going to the bank. Again, on Lou's suggestion I was only going to take about forty percent of the money from our joint accounts so as not to piss off the court. I would; however, close out my business account and move it to another bank. She didn't have access to that account anyway, but I just didn't like the idea of it being in the same bank as where she worked. I also had a corporate credit card I could use in a pinch.
Between going with Cora to Christmas parties and other social events the bank had I half expected to see someone I recognized at the branch when I walked in, but happily, I didn't. I waited for the guy in line ahead of me to finish then went up the window and told the teller I wanted to cash the check I handed her and close out my business account. She looked at the name on the check, excused herself, and ran into the branch manager's office. I saw him make a quick phone call then come back out with the teller.
"Hello, Mr. Haynes," he said extending his hand, "I'm Mr. Peterson, the branch manager. I can help you in my office if you don't mind."
The cashier left us and went through his office and came back out on the other side of the teller's window again. She looked at me with a sheepish smile as I followed Mr. Peterson into his office and sat across the desk from him.
"Why do we have to come in here, Mr. Peterson, is there a problem?" I asked. I was sure Cora had already put the word out and the call he made was to the main bank to alert her I was there.
"No, no, Mr. Haynes," he said with an awkward smile, "It's just that when someone wants to close out a substantial account like yours, it's actually my job to try and persuade them to keep it here. Ah, can I offer you something, coffee?" he asked.
"No thanks," I said shaking head. I was sure all this was just a stalling tactic. "Look, if this is going to be a big deal I'll have to come back; I have appointments this afternoon and didn't expect this would take all day," I said flatly.
"No, no, Mr. Haynes, ah just let me bring up your account here," he said moving the mouse on his computer. "Okay, let's see here," he said pondering at the screen. After two or three minutes of staring a hole into his monitor and not saying a word, I spoke up.
"Okay, look; you've obviously been given the heads up already about my wife and me; I strongly suspect that call you made was to inform her that I was here. Now let me make this as clear as I can; I don't want to talk to her and if you think you can stall me for the next forty-five minutes while she gets here, you're wrong."
He sighed and slumped down in his chair a little. "Alright, Mr. Haynes, I'm sorry but the request to stall you came from the Vice President, himself. I'm pretty sure he called all the branch managers, so no matter what branch you go to you're going to get the same treatment from all of them."
It was my turn to sigh, and I did. "Look, Mr. Peterson, I don't mean to get you in trouble but either I get this taken care of in a timely manner or I make a complaint to the banking commission. You can tell you VP I made that threat and intend to carry it through."
"Yes, Sir," he said looking down, "We'll get you all set."
Well he certainly didn't break any land speed records but in thirty-five minutes I was walking out of there with Three thousand dollars in cash and a cashier's check from my closed out business account. I was halfway through the small lobby...
"Steve, WAIT!" I heard her yell.
I looked up and saw Cora approaching from a side door. Damn, I thought, how the hell did she get here so fast; she must have broken every speed limit she came to.
"Please, please, Steve, please talk to me," she begged.
She looked so bad I almost felt sorry for her; I was pretty sure she had even less sleep than I'd had. Oh what the hell, I thought; avoiding her is the cowardly thing to do; man up and talk to her, I told myself.
"Okay, Cora, let's talk, but not here; let's find a restaurant or someplace we can grab some coffee," I said.
"There's a little place right around the corner," said Mr. Peterson grinning as he walked out of his office knowing he accomplished his goal.
We walked over, sat in a little two person booth in the corner, and ordered coffee.
"Steve, I don't even know how to begin to tell you how sorry I am," she started. "I can't believe I betrayed you like that; I'm so ashamed of myself. In spite of how it looks, I do still love you; Steve."
I hadn't said a word yet, she practically broke the sound barrier getting there; I figured it was her show.
She was fidgeting with her napkin. "Steve, everything you said in that motel room about me being the one who lied and cheated; it was all the truth, every word of it and I'm so sorry; you've been a good husband and you didn't deserve that. I...I don't know why..."
I couldn't help myself; I had to open my mouth. "Because you believe more in the stupid stars than you do in me," I said interrupting her. "I've never felt such pain in my life, emotional or physical; I thought I was going to drop dead in that motel room, Cora, I really did."
Her eyes brimmed with tears. "Yes, I don't think I realized how badly you were hurt until you smashed my rings and told me that was the way I smashed your heart; God, I'm so very sorry, Steve; I handled things all wrong; I really messed up." She took her napkin and dried her eyes.
"But, Steve, it just wouldn't have worked between us. I know you consider what I believe in to be a lot of hooey; and...well, that's part of the problem. When I found out about you being born in Michigan and then redoing your chart...well, I...I knew I'd made a mistake. Mark and I are more compatible with each other, we..."
"Ah come on, Cora; we've had five great," I stopped for a second then continued, "no, not great, fantastic...five fantastic years together; you're never going to find anyone who's more compatible than us. We could have built a wonderful life together, started a family, and grown old together. Your belief in astrology ruined it all; I just can't believe it, what a waste," I said looking down and shaking my head.
"Steve, I know it seems that way to you right now, but you'll find someone to do all those things with; someone who's right for you; you're a great guy, I know there's someone out there..."
"Oh, Cora, just shut up will you," I said not being able to listen to anymore of her bullshit. "Look, it's over between us; let's just leave at that. I don't want to hear about meeting someone else; I don't plan on meeting anyone. I'm going to put my heart and soul into the studio from now on. I'm no longer interested in a wife and family; I'm no longer interested in having kids and I'm sure as hell not interested in having my heart broken again."
"Oh, Steve, don't do that, please; don't close yourself off like that. You're a wonderful man and you'll make a wonderful father someday."
"Enough," I said. "Look, you wanted to talk and we talked. If you have nothing more to say, I have to get going."
"Alright," she said slightly nodding her head and still wiping her tears. "In spite of what you think, I do still love you; I can't just turn that off and I'm so ashamed of how I acted and what I did to you; I'm so sorry, Steve. I do hope that you find someone; I really do. Please don't let what I did, keep you from loving someone else and raising that family."
"Yeah, fine," I said getting up from the table.
We said out goodbyes, I paid the check and we went our separate ways. It turned out, I was glad she caught me; our talk gave me a sense of closure.
Earlier, even though I denounced them at the time, Gail's words about counseling did make an impression on me. After the way Cora cried and acted at the motel, a part of me wondered if she was so desperate to get ahold of me because she wanted to try and save our marriage. Maybe she wanted tell me she no longer believed in astrology; that she knew I was still the man she married; of course she didn't. There was no need for counseling; divorce was the only option. Now, after talking to Cora I actually felt a little better, my path was clear and there was no turning back. Tuesday of the following week the papers would be filed in court and that Friday she'd be served at her mother and father's place where she was staying.
Me...I put that segment of my life behind me by sitting down and formulating a new business plan for the studio; it had three time-elements, ninety days, one year, and five years; it took me all weekend but I got everything all mapped out...and then I cried!
Cora was very amicable; as a result, the divorce went through without a hitch. We sold the house but had very little equity in it so neither of us got a lot. We both found apartments; hers was not far from where we lived, mine was six blocks from the studio.
As planned, I threw myself into my work. At times I wondered why I even paid rent for an apartment, the only thing I ever did there was sleep, and sometimes I didn't even do that. I worked day and night without even thinking of socializing. It wasn't really all that bad until the holidays hit. I was invited to a couple Christmas parties but really didn't feel like going and my folks were celebrating a belated anniversary with a Caribbean cruise.
As long as I could keep busy I was fine but there was nothing for me to do around Christmas. As hard as I tried to stay away from all of Cora's friends, every once in a while I'd hear something through the grapevine; the latest was that she and that asshole, Mark had moved in together. On Christmas day I sat alone in my office at the studio, and for the first time in months...cried my eyes out. This is stupid, I told myself, she's gone, let her go; but I just couldn't help it, it was the holidays and I'd never felt so all alone in my life.



A week later I was told by Brad and Gail that if I didn't show up at their New Year's Eve party they'd never speak to me again. I used to love going to parties when I had Cora on my arm, but now just the thought of going to one made me cringe. Except for a few models on a work set now and then, and a waitress to order food, I had barely even talked to woman since the divorce. I had no one to bring to the party and knew how out of place I would feel. I told Brad it was nothing personal, I just didn't want to go to a party where everyone but me would be paired up, but he and Gail were relentless in telling me I had to be there, so I went.
The party started at nine; I came quietly wandering in about ten. I looked around and thought about leaving again, but I promised so I headed toward the wet bar in the corner of their den where our host was mixing drinks.
"Hey, you finally made it," Brad said as he saw me approaching.
"You got a Miller Lite back there with my name on it," I asked with a smile.
"I sure do, buddy; I've been saving it just for you."
Just then I felt someone's soft hand on my arm and looked. "Hi, Steve, I was beginning to think you weren't coming. I thought sure we were going to have to cut you out of our will."
"Hi, Gail," I said as she chuckled at her own joke. I leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. "You didn't give me much choice," I replied. "I don't know how long I'm going to stay though; I really appreciate what you guys are trying to do but I really feel out of place. I'm just not ready to start socializing yet."
"Well you better get ready because I have someone I want you to meet," said Gail starting to pull on my arm.
"Oh no," I responded holding back, "Really, Gail, I'm not ready to meet anyone yet; please don't play matchmaker for me."
"Listen, I know this girl form the health club. Her name is Megan Biondi and she's really a nice person..."
"I'm sure she is, Gail, I'm just not looking to meet anyone."
"Will you just let me finish what I was saying; I invited her because she had nowhere to go for New Years. Her boyfriend moved away last summer for a new job and she hasn't dated anyone since..."
"Gail, I..."
"Will you please shut up long enough for me tell you what I want to tell you..."
I apologized and she continued.
"As I was saying..." she said in a huff, "She wasn't going to come until I mentioned you would be here; she knows your work. She thinks you're the greatest photographer since...well I don't know, since some other great photographer."
"Come on, Gail, you're making that up; how would she know my work, I'm far from famous," I said not believing a word she said.
"She works for The Allen Agency," Gail explained.
"Allen's Ad Agency? They're one of my best clients."
"Uh ha; she works in their design department and sees your stuff all the time. She said she heard you were in the office a couple months ago and wanted to meet you but by the time she made it through the building you were gone."
"Why hasn't she just stopped in at the studio if she wants to meet me that bad, hell I'm there all the time."
"Well, I think she's too shy just to pop in like that. She's actually a little nervous tonight. Come on, Steve," she said tugging on my arm again.
I remembered when I was a kid, my mom fixed me up on a couple blind dates with the daughters of friends of hers; I learned real fast that when someone says, "She's a really nice person," it meant I should turn and run in the opposite direction as fast as I could. Funny how that came to mind as Gail led me through the crowd of partygoers to meet Megan.
Suddenly everyone around me disappeared and I went deaf to the sounds of a room full of people. My eyes fixed on the beautiful oriental looking woman talking with two people in the corner. Her long black, lustrous hair almost reached the cute little butt of her petite, but perfectly proportioned body. Her coal black eyes were softened by a smile that would tame a mountain lion with one glance.
"Did you say her name was Biondi? She looks oriental," I questioned Gail.
"Her mother is Japanese; her dad was Italian. He was killed in a traffic accident when Megan was a teenager."
"What about her mother?"
"She's still alive; she lives out in New England somewhere. Now put a smile on the grumpy face," she said as she led me to the breathtakingly beautiful woman.
"Megan," said Gail as we walked up to her, "I want you meet someone; this is Steve Haynes."
"Mr. Haynes," I notice her hand shaking a little as she held it out. "It's...ah, ah a real pleasure to meet you." Gail wasn't lying, she was actually nervous, it was flattering.
"Ah, Steve, please," I said gently shaking her hand. "I understand you work at Allen's Ad Agency, I do a lot of work for them."
"Yes, I know," she said with that magnificent smile, "I really love your work. I...I was going to have you do some glamour shots of me for my boyfriend a while back. It was going to be a going away present for him. The first person I thought of to do them was you, but I...well, I don't think I couldn't have gone through with it; I'd been too embarrassed. Just before he left we got into a big fight anyway and wound up splitting on not such a good note, so I'm glad I didn't have them taken now."
"God, she was just so damn cute; I was beginning to think maybe there was actually another woman that could take Cora's place...and just maybe I'd met her!
We found a relatively quiet spot in the corner of the living room and talked; she still seemed a little nervous but as we talked that started to go away. We were really getting along well when...
"So what's your sign," she asked, "I'm a Virgo."
It was as if someone twisted the knife that Cora had stuck in my heart months before. I couldn't help it; I knew I was being terribly rude but I just couldn't stay any longer. Megan looked shocked as I excused myself and headed for the door without even saying goodbye. I was actually having trouble breathing when I got to my car.
By the time the New Year was being ushered in, I was in the back room of my studio getting loaded; I'm pretty sure I passed out before midnight. I was still slumped down in my chair the next day when the phone woke me up.
Continued...
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"Steven Haynes, what the hell is wrong with you?" sounded a very upset Gail.
My head was pounding, my joints were sore from the way I slept, and I had my best friend's wife pissed off at me; what a way to start a new year.
"Well I hope you're proud of yourself; do you know you had that poor girl crying! What the hell happened? I've never known you to be so rude; something must have happened..."
"She's a Virgo," I said interrupting her.
There was a short pause. "What?"
"She's a Virgo," I said again. "I really liked her, Gail, but then she came out with that astrology crap; from now on I absolutely will not have anything to do with anyone who even dabbles in that stuff as a hobby; I will NOT!" I said emphatically.
Again Gail took a moment before she spoke, "Steve, I...I don't really think she's into astrology at all; I mean, she's never said anything to me about it."
"Well she did to me; we hadn't talked for more than half an hour when she asked what my sign was, and then informed me that she was a Virgo. I'm sorry, Gail; I honestly didn't mean to make her cry but when someone even mentions that crap to me it's like scraping fingernails on a chalk board. I won't have anything to do with it, or anyone who farts around with it in any way."
I heard her sigh. "Yeah, I can understand that; I'm sorry, Steve; she really is a very sweet girl and I just thought you two would hit it off; I was hoping she could get you out once in a while and away from that studio."
"Gail, I know your heart was in the right place. I'm sure Megan is a very nice person and I'm sorry I hurt her feelings, I really am; but please, from now on, no more playing matchmaker. I don't have time in my life right now anyway. Okay?"
"Okay, Steve; I'm sorry it didn't work out though."
"I know; do me a favor, when you see Megan again, please give her my apologies. I know I should have never walked out on her like that, I just couldn't help it."
"I will, Steve," replied Gail.
At least we were still friends by the time we hung up, but now I was upset all over again from just talking about it, and on top of that, I felt guilty about Megan as well...damn, I didn't mean to make her cry.
I needed to get myself together. The apartment had a much nicer shower than the studio so I decided to go home, shower, and hit Denny's for some food; thank God for Denny's on the holidays.
As I sat, eating what turned out to be a late lunch, I thought back to the night before. Even though it didn't work out with Megan, I had to admit it was nice talking with a member of the opposite sex again.
I took the last sip of coffee, and by the time I paid the bill, I had made up my mind to start dating again; not a lot, but maybe two or three times a month. Hopefully that would be enough to get me laid once in a while; it'd been a long time.
My first opportunity to jump back into the dating pool came up the following week. Erica Snell was a local model I had used many times in the past. Between her vast number of wigs, make-up styles, and facial expressions, she had more looks than Rich Little had voices; on top of that she was intelligent, had a great sense of humor and was very friendly.
We had been working all day on an ad campaign for one of the major candy distributers in the city. It was almost five o'clock by the time we wrapped things up. I was a little nervous; I hadn't asked a woman for a date in many years but if I played this right it really wouldn't be like asking for a date, it would be just a simple, friendly gesture to buy a hard working girl dinner.
"So what do you think?" she asked coming out of the dressing room now in normal clothes with just a little make-up, "Will I be on billboards?"
"Billboards, magazine ads, you name it; did you hear their advance man, they loved the shots; you're in, Erica. I heard the ad exec say they may use you in a commercial spot."
"Really?" she asked getting excited. "Would you do the commercial?"
"No, that would go to one of the big boys down town," I replied. "I don't have the resources for that kind of thing." She was getting her stuff together to leave. "Say, Erica, it's after five already, let me buy you dinner for doing such a great job."
She stopped and looked at me; I could almost see the hesitation in those expressive eyes of hers; finally she answered. "Yeah, okay; I'm starving."
There was a little Italian bistro only three blocks away; I'd actually never eaten there before, Denny's was just a couple blocks further, but I wasn't going to take her there.
It turned out to be a nice place; it had a nice wine list, good food, and a quiet atmosphere. We mostly talked about the various shots we did during the day and which ones we thought they would use. We were there for about an hour and I decided I'd better go for it.
"Erica, I was wondering if you had a steady guy? The reason I'm asking is...well, if you don't, I'd like take you out. Maybe go to a show or dinner and dancing..."
She was giving me kind of a strange look like she was just waiting to say something so I stopped talking.
"What happens if I don't go out with you, you stop using me?" she said suspiciously.
The question surprised me; I knew there were photographers who coerced their models into sleeping with them by threatening not to hire them anymore if she didn't, but it angered me to think she would consider me to be one of those guys.
"Let's just forget I asked," I said curtly, then added, "And don't worry, you're a great model and I'll continue to use you like I always have."
"I've insulted you, haven't I; I'm sorry, Steve, it's just that I get offers like that all the time and well...it's cost me a lot of work. I should have known you weren't like that; my apologies."
"Apology accepted," I said.
"I appreciate the offer, Steve, you're a really nice guy but I really don't like mixing business with pleasure. It's fine as long as everything goes okay in the relationship but as soon as something goes wrong it can be disastrous. I did it once, when I was just starting out; after six months I broke it off and he went around bad mouthing me to every photographer and agency in the city; it was almost the end of my career."
"Erica, you have to know I would never do that," I said, again a little miffed.
"I know you wouldn't Steve, but I just see it as a conflict of interest."
Like I said, she was an intelligent woman. She was absolutely right and convinced me then and there that I have to look outside the profession for my dates.
"You're right," I said nodding my head slightly, "But I still reserve the right to take you out for a victory dinner if you land the contract for that commercial."
She smiled; "You got it, Steve; in fact if I get that commercial I'll take you out to dinner."
I knew she was just being conciliatory after turning me down flat, but it was still nice to hear.
For the next week or so, I didn't think about dating; the holidays were over and I was busy again. It was after one in the morning and I was still editing shots in the back of my studio when I decided I needed a break. I sat back in my chair and again thought how nice it was talking with Megan; until she told me she was a Virgo, of course. Still...I needed someone to relax with; maybe go on a date or two. I thought about my conversation with Erica and knew I had to rule out the models with whom I worked. So who; and where? I hated the thought of going to a pick-up bar. I never did very well in those places anyway.
As I sat and contemplated my stomach started to rumble and I realized I hadn't had any dinner. Ah, Denny's, open twenty-four, seven. I was about to call it a day anyway; I'd walk down, grab a bite to eat then good home and get some shuteye.
As I walked into the restaurant I was surprised to see Karen; she usually worked the dinner hour. I sauntered up the counter. "Karen, you're here awfully late; forget to go home?"
She chuckled a little. "Talk about not going home; are you still working?"
"Yeah...well, no, not really; I'm going home after I eat something. What about you; how come you're here so late?"
"My son broke his arm a couple months ago; even with insurance the hospital bill is over a thousand dollars. I asked Bill, the manager, if I could work some more hours; I was hoping he'd let me work lunch and dinner but he gave me the graveyard shift instead; Oh well, I guess beggars can't be choosers; isn't that what they say?" she said with a smile.
I was surprised to hear she had a son old enough to break his arm. I'd never really looked at Karen before; she was a pretty woman. I would have guessed she was only twenty-one or two.
"How old is your son?" I asked.
"He'll be seven in April," she said. "If he lives that long; he thinks he's a stuntman or something, he knows no fear."
I laughed. "You'll have to get him a protective suit like an astronaut wears."
"Yeah," she chuckled. "What'll you have, Steve?"
"Ah, well," I said still looking at the menu, "since it's almost time for breakfast how about steak and eggs?"
"You got it," she said turning around and feeding my order into the computer. She picked up the coffee pot and started making her rounds to the other late night patrons.
I sat there wondering why I'd never really noticed Karen, other than to give her my order. She was really a very striking looking woman. A young woman with money problems and a child; I'll bet she'd jump at the chance to go out to a nice place for dinner and dancing, I thought. Sure, why not? Just then she came back with my order.
"Hey, Karen, when you get a minute come on back; I'd like to ask you something," I requested.
"No time like the present," she said putting her chin in her hand before resting her elbow on the counter in front of me. "Ask away," she declared with a smile.
"Well, I was wondering if you'd like a short reprieve from all work and worries and go out with me for a nice dinner and some dancing afterward?"
She hesitated for a few seconds while staring me in the face.
"How long has it been since your divorce," she asked.
The question surprised me a little; I really expected her to just about jump over the counter thanking me. "Ah, well we separated a little over a year ago but the divorce was final seven months ago."
"I appreciate the offer, Steve, I really do, but after going out with a couple of recently divorced men I've learned something...they all have a lot of baggage they carry with them for a long time," she said.
I guess I looked a little shocked but she went on.
"Look at you; I used to see you in here at dinner time once in a great while; now I see you in here at one in the morning, how come? Because throwing yourself into your work is the only way you can survive. Now you're horny and you want to get laid but I'm not anyone's one-night-stand. When I go out with someone I want at least the potential of a relationship. I want someone who is stable in their own life; right now that's not you, Steve."
"I'm stable," I said in my defense. "I'm good at my profession; I have a growing business..."
"Yeah but what about all the things still swirling around in that head of yours; the grief, the anger, the pain; are you looking for another relationship already, I doubt it. All that emotional chaos you went through, it's still there and it'll take a while before it all dissipates. When it does, come back and see me then, Steve; come back and ask me when you can enjoy life and laugh again; I'd be honored to go out with you then. Right now I have enough emotional problems of my own to contend with; I couldn't take on yours too."
She leaned over the counter and gave me a soft kiss on the lips, then left with a smile to go fill ketchup bottles. To say I was stunned was an understatement. Was I really that messed up? Maybe I was, I thought about it all the way home.
That night I couldn't get to sleep; I kept thinking about what Karen said. Maybe I shouldn't even think about dating yet; hell, I couldn't get anyone to go out with me anyway.
By the next day I'd pretty much given up on dating again, but I still had that problem between my legs; damn, dating or no dating, I had to get laid!
Hooker? I just couldn't see myself paying a prostitute, besides it was dangerous; no, no hookers, but maybe, I thought, I should try going to some meat market on a Friday night and just seeing if I can get laid. It seemed to be my best option at the time.
The following Friday night I decided to take a chance and went down to The Fox's Tail, one of the best pick-up bars in town...or so I was told. The place was packed with wall to wall humanity, mostly guys but there were quite a few women as well. I was surprised to find a bar stool empty and grabbed it. I ordered a beer and started to look around some more. I was really feeling out of place; funny how lonely you can feel in the middle of a room filled with people. It didn't take me long to figure I'd finish my beer then leave.
I was on the verge of one last swallow before hitting the bricks when the bartender told me someone was staring at me. I glanced over and saw an attractive woman looking back at me. I smiled; so did she. I was trying to decide what to do next when she started walking my way.
"You're that photographer, aren't you?" she asked.
I was stunned. "Ah, yeah; at least I'm 'A' photographer. I'm sorry, do I know you?" I'm usually pretty good with faces but I didn't remember her at all. I knew she never modeled for me.
"Not really," she said holding out her hand to shake. "My name is Jeanette; my ex-husband is Wally Simsky, you used to work with him. I saw you a few times when you would meet him at one of the houses but I always stayed in the car; I don't think you even knew I was there."
Now I knew who she was. Her ex was a real estate man. When I was just starting my business I used to shoot interiors and exteriors of the homes he was selling. It didn't pay much but in those days I took everything I could get. I did remember sometimes seeing a woman in the car when he'd meet me at a property but I was never introduced.
"How do you do," I said shaking her hand. "It's nice to finally meet you."
"Same here," she said with a smile.
Just then the guy sitting next to me left; I quickly put my hand on the stool to save it for her. She sat down and asked if I was still working for her ex. I told her no, I hadn't done that kind of work in three or four years. We seemed to be getting along pretty good, and after a full hour of talking she hadn't mentioned astrology once; that was good enough for me. I asked her out and she accepted.
The following night I was nervous as I pulled in to her apartment complex. I wondered if she had the same goal for tonight as I did...getting laid. I'd hoped so. She seemed like a nice person, and from what I could see the night before, had a nice body, but there were certainly no sparks, at least not from my end. I knew there was not going to be any big romance between us but I sure wouldn't turn down a friend's with benefits type of relationship.
She gave me a small peck on the cheek when she met me at the door and we were off for a nice dinner, some dancing, and I hoped a night of wild sex.
"So, Steve, if I'm not being too nosey, what happened between you and your wife?" she asked about half way through our meal.
"Ah, it's a long story but basically she believed in astrology instead of life," I said.
"Huh," she sneered, "I wish my break up was that easy to explain; to this day I don't know why Wally wanted a divorce. According to him we just grew apart. I think he was running around on me but I couldn't prove it. That's why I was in the car sometimes; I wanted to make sure he wasn't meeting some floozy. Of course he always swore he wasn't having an affair but I knew he was lying, hell all men have affairs; I'll bet you fucked some of those models when you were married, didn't you?"
I was flabbergasted, "I sure as hell did not," I indignantly responded.
"Liar, men are all alike, none of them can keep it in their pants; some bimbo wears her skirt six inches above her knees and they'll crawl all over themselves to see who can get to her first," she snarled.
I could feel my jaw hitting the floor as I listened to her tirade; where did this come from, I wondered. She wasn't like that at all the night before.
"Hey, hey," I said interrupting her. I think my anger must have come through when I spoke; I'd hoped so. "Let's forget about our ex's and just have a good time tonight, huh."
She looked up like she was a little embarrassed. "Oh I'm sorry, you're right; I just get worked up sometimes."
I don't think we said three words to each other for the rest of the dinner and I was really thinking about calling it a night and forget about taking her dancing but I thought, what the hell, maybe she's just nervous; I'll stick it out and see if things get better.
When we got to the club it was of course packed; I looked around and figured the ratio was at least two guys for every girl and was thankful I had a girl to dance with already. We couldn't find a vacant table but there were counters all along the walls where people could set there drinks while they stood and watched the dance floor. We picked out a spot and were only there a few seconds when a nice looking barmaid came to take out orders. She explained as long as our glasses were on a napkin she knew we were dancing and would not pick up our drinks; when we left we were to put the glasses directly on the counter so she knew we were not coming back.
We waited until she brought our drinks so we wouldn't lose our place then I asked her to dance. My folks were masters at the jitterbug; I wasn't anywhere near as good as them but I did learn enough moves to get by and was pleasantly surprised when she stayed right with me. After that we did the two step to a slow song before returning to our drinks.
After her diatribe at dinner, I was a little gun shy to start a conversation but we had to talk. The night before she told me she worked in a sports store as a manager but we didn't get very far into it.
"So, Jeanette, I know you're a manager but what do you do exactly for the store?"
"Try to keep my boss from feeling me up, mostly," she said.
I thought, oh no! I opened the flood gates again, but just then a guy walked over and saved me; at least that's what I thought at first.
"Hi, Jeanette, I've never seen you in here before," he said looking straight at my date.
"Hi, Tom," she replied. Then, almost as an afterthought, she introduced us, "Tom, this is Steve; Tom works at the store with me," she explained.
"It's nice to meet you," I said cordially. He barely glanced in my direction with a slight nod of his head and completely ignored the hand I had extended.
"You want to dance?" he asked Jeanette.
"Sure," she responded without so much as looking at me for approval. She left me standing there and strolled out on the floor with asshole.
If I had cared for her even the slightest, I would not have allowed that to happen, but I had already decided this was the first, last, and only date I would have with Jeanette. I had completely given up hope for having her for a fuck-buddy, in fact, with the way the night had gone, I wasn't even horny anymore.
I stood and nursed my beer while watching them dance three dances together without coming up for air. I took my last swallow, removed the napkin from under the bottle and paraded out to where they were.
"Jeanette, I'm leaving, have asshole here drive you home."
"What, no wait!" I couldn't believe she was surprised at my actions. As I started to leave, Tom grabbed my arm.
"What did you call me?" he said trying to act the big man.




I turned and looked directly into his eyes. "If you want to keep that hand, remove it immediately," I said as menacingly as I could. I guess he didn't want to test me because he let go.
"Steve, wait; I'm sorry, we just got talking," she said, I guess trying to apologize. I didn't say anything else; I just turned and walked out to my car...this dating crap was really bullshit, I thought while driving home.
Sunday morning I was still fuming. Instead of driving the eight blocks to Denny's for breakfast I decided the walk would help me calm down. I was hoping to see Karen but her shift hadn't started yet. From there I had to go back into the studio. I didn't have anything scheduled to shoot but since going out both Friday and Saturday nights, I had a ton of editing to do. As I walked into the office I saw the light on my phone flashing telling me I had a message; guess who...
Steve, I'm so sorry for last night. Before you picked me up I called Wally to let him know we were going out. I was trying to make him jealous, but instead he just told me what a great guy you were and said to have fun. I was so mad at him; that's what prompted all that ranting and raving at dinner. Then I was so embarrassed over what I said that when Tom showed up it was a relief in a way, I just had to get away from you for a few minutes. Tom's actually a big jerk and I had fully intended on rejoining you after that last dance. I guess I waited one dance too many, huh? Tom doesn't know where I live and I wanted to keep it that way, so after you left I took a cab home. I feel so bad over the way I treated you, please accept my apologies. I guess I'll understand if you don't call me for anymore dates. Goodbye Steve.
I was glad she understood because I had no intention of asking her out again. She was more messed up after her divorce than I was. I thought about what Karen said, 'I have enough emotional problems of my own without taking on yours too.' Now I knew exactly what she was talking about.
Once again, for the next month I threw myself into my work. It was the only part of my life that was going well. I was looking over the books one night but couldn't keep my eyes open; I awoke the next morning with my head lying on the desk. That's when I seriously started thinking about hiring an assistant. I had been avoiding that ever since I started the business. With all the taxes, insurance, rules, and regulations that were involved it was just such a hassle for a small business like mine, but I could easily afford it and I needed some help. I was composing an ad for the newspaper when my phone rang.
"Steven Haynes Photography," I answered.
"Hi, Steve, it's Gail."
"Hi, doll, what's shaking," I asked in an upbeat manner. Usually when she called it was with an invitation to something or other.
"Steve, did you know Barbara Sheffield; was she the one who had the astrology club?"
I wondered why Gail was asking me about Barbara, they'd only met a couple of times, then it dawned on me, she said, 'did you know?'
"Yeah, Gail, why did something happen to her?"
"She died of a stroke; I'm sorry, I know you liked her in spite of everything. Her obituary is in today's paper. She had the stroke last Friday but wasn't discovered in her apartment until Saturday. They got her to the hospital but she never regained consciousness and died on Sunday."
I had to take a minute; damn, she was only in her middle fifties, way too young to die like that. "Yeah, she was really a nice person," I said. "She was actually the only person from Cora's group of friends that I still talked to. Does it say where she'll be laid out?" I asked.
"Yeah, at Schuster's," she said. "But you know if you go to the wake you'll probably run into Cora," Gail warned.
"Yeah, it doesn't matter, Barbara was actually a good friend; even though Cora had known her much longer than I had, she was honest with me and was actually the one to let me know about Cora cheating on me. After I filed for divorce she called me and said how sorry she was. I think she felt guilty and was somehow blaming herself for telling me; I told her how much I appreciated what she did and that I knew how hard it must have been for her. After that we kept in touch once in a while; she was always careful not to mention Cora to me; I always appreciated that. I've got to go pay my respects," I said.
I figured the best way to avoid the others was to be there on the first day of the viewing as soon as the doors open. It worked, at least for a few minutes. When I first walked in I saw no one I recognized; I'd assumed they were family.
I walked up to the casket and looked down; it was hard to recognize her, but isn't that always the way? I really felt regret for never talking to her again after our luncheon that time. I knew it was too late, but I leaned down a little and softly thanked her for being a true friend.
As I turned around and headed for the door I saw two members of the astrology club coming in.
"Steve," said Margaret sounding surprised.
"Steve," echoed Blackie holding out his hand.
"Hi, guys," I replied shaking Blackie's hand and giving Margaret a quick kiss on the cheek. "I was so surprised to hear about Barbara, had she been sick or given any indication something was wrong?"
"Not a thing," replied Blackie. "We were all at the club meeting the night before it happened and she seemed fine."
I shook my head in disbelief. "Has anyone seen Cora yet, they were so close, it must be really hard on her," I said.
They looked at each other. "Well, Cora was kind of excluded from the club after we all found out about her and Mark," Margaret reported. "We didn't really throw them out or anything; they both started coming back to the meetings but no one would really talk to them so they stopped coming."
I didn't say anything but it did my heart good to hear that; Cora absolutely loved that club and the people in it; it must have killed her when they turned against her.
"Well," I said wanting to get out of there before running into anymore from the club, "I'm sorry to have to run but I have a shoot I couldn't reschedule so I have to get going."
I don't think they believed me but they were gracious enough to act like they did.
"Listen, Steve; don't be such a stranger. Everyone's asked about you from time to time. Let us know how you're doing once in an a while," Margaret said returning my kiss on the cheek.
"Will do," I said getting antsy. I really didn't want to run into Cora if I could avoid it. I shook Blackie's hand again and made a bee-line for the door. I was just pulling out of the lot when I saw Cora pulling in. I was a little surprised to see she was alone. Where's your asshole perfect match boyfriend, I caught myself thinking. I saw her eyes widen when she saw me and it looked like she wanted me to stop so I punched it and got the hell out of there.
On the way back to the studio I thought about what Karen, the waitress at Denny's said about all those feelings still swirling around inside of me. She was right; even after more than a year, seeing Cora again brought all the hurt and anger right back to the surface. I chastised myself for allowing that to happen; living a good life is the best revenge, I told myself; I've got to work on that.
Of course after I was back in the studio it became my life once again. Another month had gone by and I found myself at two in the morning editing the day's shoot, yet again. Damn, I told myself, I was going to get an assistant and forgot all about it; tomorrow I write an ad and post it; I need help!
That's just what I did; I posted it in the paper and on line; the very next day I had six interviews already lined up. After interviewing the first four I was almost ready to give up. I didn't expect them to know much about my work, I could train them, but they still had to be trainable. Half of the people who came in couldn't even fill out the job application.
I had just walked the last applicant out the front door and was headed back to my office grumbling something about half the day being shot, when I heard the door open. I turned and saw Megan standing there looking kind of scared. I had to admit, she sure looked fine.
"Megan, what a pleasant surprise; I'm glad you're here, I want to apologize..."
"Mr. Haynes, please; I'm the one that should be apologizing. I'm so sorry."
"Sorry, for what?" I asked.
"Because I...well I um...is there somewhere I can sit down; ah, I...I'm a little nervous."
"Sure, follow me," I said guiding her through the studio and into my office. "Here," I said pulling up a chair for her, "have a seat. Would you like a cup of coffee? I just made it."
"Yes, please." She sat and took a sip of brew before talking again. "Mr. Haynes..."
"I thought we settled that," I said interrupting her again. "The name is Steve, remember?"
"Alright, Steve," she replied with a smile. "Now, please stop interrupting me or I'll never get to say what I came here to say."
"Shoot," I said sitting across from her.
"Mr. H...ah, Steve; when I first saw your photography work years ago I thought you were very talented. Through the years you have shot some of the best stuff I've seen, and I'm not the only one who thinks so."
I was about to say something humble but she gave me a look that told me I'd better not cut her off again. I just smiled modestly and sat back.
"I also heard some of the people you've worked with say what a terrific guy you are. I've wanted to meet you for years but never got the chance. I knew you were married and I was engaged so I had no romantic expectations; I just thought...well, maybe I did have a few romantic notions, but I knew they were just fantasies."
I thought I saw my opportunity as she took another sip of coffee. "Megan, I..."
"Please, Steve, let me get through this." I shut up and she continued. "I've known Gail for years; we work out at the gym together all the time. She knew about my fiancée leaving and invited me to her New Year's Eve party. I declined at first but then she started telling me about this great, newly divorced guy who was going to be there; when she said your name I almost died. I couldn't believe it. I told her how long I've wanted to meet you and accepted the invitation immediately; then I got nervous. By the time I got to the party I was a basket case; a couple of Brad's vodka stone sours help calm me down and by the time you got there I was already pretty mellow."
She sipped more coffee then proceeded. "Anyway, when we started talking I was still pretty nervous but the conversation was going okay until there was a slight lull...remember? That's when I asked about your sign."
I remembered only too well; I guess it showed on my face.
"Steve, I had no idea what happened between you and your wife. I know nothing about astrology; absolutely nothing. I said that because guys are always asking me what my sign is and it was the first thing that popped into my mind. Hell, I don't even know my sign; I say I'm a Virgo because they're supposed to be well organized people; at least that's what I'm told. I knew when you left like that I had said something wrong but I had no idea what. I started crying, that's when Gail came over, took me upstairs, and put me to bed in the guest room. It wasn't until the next day when she and Brad told me what happened between you and your wife that I knew what I said must have hurt you terribly. I've wanted to apologize but I was embarrassed, and maybe a little afraid. It wasn't until I saw the ad in yesterday's paper that I got up the courage to come over."
"Ad?" I asked, "You mean about the job?"
She nodded her head. "Yeah, I want to apply but I couldn't without saying I was sorry first."
I was dumbfounded into silence for a minute. "First of all it is me who should apologize to you..." She started to say something but I held up my hand. "Now it's my turn to talk. As I was saying, I'm terribly sorry for leaving you at the party like that; it was incredibly rude of me. You had no idea what happened between Cora and me and I should have never reacted like that. Again, I'm sincerely sorry."
"Secondly, I would love to have someone with your qualifications working here but I'm afraid there's no way I could pay you what you're making at Allen's."
I saw a slight smirk on her face.
"What do you think a designer at Allen's makes...no, wait," she said quickly, "Maybe I should find out what you're paying before I tell you."
"Ah, well to tell you the truth, I wasn't planning on paying more than minimum wage, but I also wasn't expecting to get anyone with your knowledge of the business either."
When I ran the ad I thought about the maximum I could pay if I really found someone I thought I could rely on; there was no sense negotiating, I would gladly pay her the max; it would actually be worth it just to have her around to look at, I thought.
"Megan, I wish I could pay more but I'm afraid the best I can do is five-hundred a week; of course that comes with..."
"I'll take it," she blurted out.
"Really?" I said sounding more like an excited school kid than a savvy business man.
"Yes," she said. "But I do have to give Allen's a couple weeks' notice, would that be okay?"
"Yes, of course. Well," I said standing up and reaching out my hand, "welcome to Steven Haynes Photography."
I showed her around the studio. I could tell she was going to be a real asset just by the way she paid attention and by the questions she asked; they were all the right ones.
Just for my records I had her fill out an application as well as insurance forms. Just as she was leaving a client was walking in; she got a big smile on her face when I introduced her as my new assistant.
The next day I got a call from her.
"Hi, Stev...ah, is it still okay to call you Steve or should I go back to Mr. Haynes since you're my boss now?"
"Hello, Megan, and if I catch you calling me Mr. Haynes I can dock your pay now," I joked.
She giggled. "Okay, Steve, just checking. I was calling to let you know Allen's is going to make me work the two weeks. I was kind of hoping they'd let me go when I gave them notice but no such luck."
"Oh I didn't figure they'd let you go, Megan; I expected them to keep you there as long as they could. I wouldn't be surprise if they offer you a raise to entice you to stay," I told her suddenly feeling apprehensive. I hadn't really thought of that until I just said it. Damn, I wondered if they would lure her back.
"They already did," she replied, "I told them no thanks."
A couple times over the next couple of weeks Megan came by the studio in the evening to give me a hand. I couldn't believe how lucky I was to get someone like her. On her first day she came in ready to work; by the time noon rolled around we had accomplished more in a few hours than I would have all day by myself.
"Megan, it is the custom around here, for me to buy lunch for all my employees on their first day."
"All your employees; how many have you had?" asked a surprised Megan.
"You're the first, but all customs have to start somewhere," I chuckled.
I put an, 'out to lunch,' sign on the door, locked it up and took her to Denny's; well, it was my favorite place for lunch. We found a booth in Karen's section and sat down.
"Hi, Steve, you brought company today," she said. "You know that means a bigger tip, right?" she said with a smile.
"Hi, Karen; I'd like you to meet Megan; she just started today as my new assistant."
Karen seemed shocked for a moment. "Your assistant; really?" she asked looking at Megan.
Megan grinned and nodded her head. "Yup," she answered proudly.
"Well congratulations, Megan; maybe now Mr. Workaholic here won't have to come in at one in the morning anymore."
"Not if I can help it," Megan replied looking at me.
"Over lunch we had a great conversation. She told me she developed a love for photography in college and was really looking forward to going out on some shoots with me to see how I worked.
As we were just finishing, Megan excused herself for the lady's room as Karen was bringing me the check.
"Looks like I missed out, huh," she said as I dug for my cash.
"Missed out on what?"
"You; you asked me out and like an idiot I turned you down; sometimes I can be really stupid."
"Karen, I don't what you're talking about? You want to go out, the offer's still open?"
"Ah, don't be ridiculous; she wouldn't like that."
"Who wouldn't like it?"
"Megan, silly; that girl is in love with you; don't tell me you haven't figured that out yet."
"Karen, we don't even know each other, not really; besides she works for me, it would be a conflict of interests to get involved."
She just smiled. "We'll see," she said. The two girls crossed paths as Karen left; they said something to one another but I couldn't hear what it was; Megan was smiling when she got back to the table though.
That night was the first time in over a year that I locked up the studio and headed home before six in the evening. I didn't know what to do with myself when I got there.
By the end of the first month I was wondering how I ever got along without Megan. She was learning quick and already knew most of my lighting techniques; she was as good at editing my work as I was, and she was such a pleasure to have around. Several times I caught myself fantasizing about making love to her but now that she was my employee I figured that was out of the question. Like Erica had told me, it was a conflict of interest; if we got involved, then had a falling out I could lose her as my assistant; I couldn't take that chance.
"Steve, Jim Roper called a little while ago, he wants you to call him back as soon as you get in," Megan told me as I returned from running some errands. I got on the phone and called him back immediately. Jim was the man in charge of advertising for Chi-town candies, my biggest client.
"Hi, Jim, it's Steve; I just walked in and Megan said to call you right back."
"Yeah, by the way, who is Megan? Since when do you have an assistant?"
"Since a couple of months ago," I told him. "Things got so crazy around here I had to hire someone."
"Does she look as delicious as she sounds over the phone?"
Leave it up to a guy who works for a candy company to use a word like delicious when describing a woman. "Melts in your mouth," I replied using his vernacular. Megan was looking right at me when I said it but I was pretty sure she had no idea what I was talking about.
"You're going to bring her along to Peoria with you, aren't you?"
"Ah, I didn't know I was going to Peoria, Jim; when is this?"
"That's what I wanted to talk to you about. We're doing a follow up campaign from that ad you shot for us on the river walk down there, only this time we're doing it right. We're going to do a series of ads. We'll need three different models."
"Are we going to have time to do all that?" I asked. "If I remember right, the Riverfront association had us on a short leash last time."
"Steve, they got so much free publicity from our ads they are bending over backwards this time; the entire place is ours for as long as we need it. I'm thinking three days, four at the most. I need you to tell me when you can do it; I have to know as soon as possible so I can get everything arranged."
"Alright, Jim; let me check my schedule and get back to you later today. Do you have the models or do you want me to take care of that?"
"I have one," he responded. "I don't think you know her; her name is Jessica, she's from L.A. The boss saw her picture somewhere and had to have her for this. The other two I'll leave up to you."
"Okay, I said; let me do some maneuvering and get back to you before the end of the day," I told him before saying goodbye.



"What was that all about?" questioned Megan. "I sounded exciting."
"Well I don't know about exciting; that's not quite how I would describe Peoria, but it'll be fun. Come on, let's go check the schedule, we need to find a place where we can block out four full days. I also have to call Erica Snell and Jean Mathers to see if they can do the modeling."
Megan and I went to work and by four o'clock that afternoon I called Jim back with the timetable and everything was worked out. Jessica would fly in directly from L.A. and the rest of us would meet at Denny's for an early breakfast then drive to Peoria in a five vehicle caravan. Megan road with me, Erica and Jean drove together, and Jim with the rest of the ad department made up the rest of the wagon train.
When we all checked in to the motel they told us Jessica had already arrived. We found her by the side of the pool dressed...well, almost dressed in a little tiny bikini that left very little to the imagination. It was easy to see why Jim's boss wanted her, she was stunning.
Jim sent one of his guys to the riverfront to scout locations while the rest of us discussed what we would be shooting. With her background in set design, Megan tossed out a couple ideas of her own that both Jim and I thought were great. It was almost noon by the time we actually started shooting but we had a very productive day. Later we all went out to eat then headed back to the motel to make an early night of it; the following day would be a long one; we were going to shoot from dawn till dusk.
I was just drifting into dreamland when I heard a faint knock on my door. Being a bachelor, I didn't own a robe, so I slid my pants on with no underwear and threw on a shirt without bothering to button it before answering the door.
"Megan." She stood there, as far as I could tell, dressed only in a little white robe that barely covered her pussy.
"Hi, Steve," she said greeting me with a big smile. "Can I come in?"
"Ah, yeah, sure," I said stumbling all over my words. I closed the door behind her. She just stood there for a few seconds before speaking.
"Steve, I sincerely hope I'm not risking my job but I have something I want to show you." With that she stood in front of me, untied the sash of her robe, and let it slide down her arms to her feet.
Now I'd seen a lot of naked women; most models are not shy about undressing in front of photographers, but Megan's petite little frame was absolutely perfect; so perfect in fact, that with no underwear on the front of my trousers immediately stood out in obvious, tent like, fashion.
I saw a big smile stretch across Megan's face. "Steve, it's not nice to point you know," she chuckled.
I was too dumbfounded even to be embarrassed. "Megan, I...I"
"Please don't fire me; I know I shouldn't do this but I can't help it, I've waited as long as I could." She walked her naked self up to me, pressed her naked pussy into my discernible hard-on, reached up and kissed me.
Employee or no employee, I put my arms around her tiny waist and pulled her tighter to my body. I felt emotions I hadn't felt in a very long time as I kissed her back; our tongues danced together in rhythm. Megan was first to break the kiss as she slid my shirt off my shoulders then quickly unbuckled my belt. She pushed me backwards onto the bed and told me to lift my hips and she pulled my pants off in one motion.
My cock was straining to reach the ceiling. Megan lovingly caressed it with her fingers before taking it into her mouth. I knew I wouldn't last long; it had been so long and she was leaving nothing to chance. She licked my cock like a lollypop from my balls to the tip then swirled her tongue all around the head as she devilishly looked me in the eye.
"Megan, I...I'm not going to las..."
"Shhhh," she shushed me before devouring my stiff rod. It wasn't long after, that I tried to warn her again, but instead of pulling off, she feverishly starting bobbing her head up and down taking the entire length with every stroke. I exploded, gushing again and again as she swallowed every drop of my cum. My body convulsed forward and my hips bucked uncontrollably but she stayed right with me, sucking down every ounce of sperm.
I collapsed backward onto the bed trying desperately to regain some regularity to my breathing. My eyes were still closed in heavenly bliss as I felt her climb on to the bed next me. She put her arm over my heaving chest and nuzzled into my ear, nibbling at the lobe.
"I love you, Steven Haynes," she whispered. "I knew it before I ever met you; I knew it as soon as I saw your work. I know I'm taking a big chance, I've known you a lot longer than you've known me, but...well, at the restaurant that first day, Karen told me I'd better tell you how I feel or I could lose you."
I lay there trying to absorb what Megan was saying; she loved me, but did I love her? I swore an oath to myself never to give my heart away again; never again to put myself in a position to be hurt as badly as I was by Cora. All I wanted was a fuck buddy, was I ready for more? My heart was beating so hard I was afraid it might stop.
"Please say something, Steve; please," pled Megan.
I smiled, rolled on my side to face her, and gently kissed her on the lips. "Megan, no you're not fired, no you haven't blown anything." I thought about that statement for a second and smiled. "Well, that's not exactly true, is it." We both chuckled. "However, I am going to need a little time to process this. When Cora and I were together she was the most important thing in my life; as a result, when we split it almost killed me and I vowed never to let that happen again; I would never allow myself to fall so deeply in love with another person...never. Lately; however, I confess that since you've come into my life I've been fighting those feelings from coming back. When you're not with me, I miss you. When I go home at night I find myself thinking about you, wishing I could make love to you before going to sleep; wishing I would wake up next to you the following morning. To be honest, I don't know if I could love you as much as I did Cora; I don't know that I could ever love anyone like that again, but I know I don't want to lose you; I want you in my life, Megan; could you settle for that...at least for now?"
She smiled then swung her leg over me, propped her petite little body on top of mine, looked down into my face, and kissed me. I put my arms around her and rolled over, trapping her beneath me. I continued the kiss while my sex organ stiffened again and started poking at her pussy.
"Oh baby, do you know how long it's been since I've had one of those things inside of me?" she asked as we broke apart.
"Well wait no more," I said climbing the rest of the way on top of her. In spite of her being unbelievably tight, due to the preparatory functions of Mother Nature, I easily slipped inside of her.
"Oh God, that feels so good," she cried out.
I leaned down and kissed her again as I slowly stroked my hardened rod in and out of this lovely creature. This time it was she that last long. I could feel the walls of that heavenly tunnel of love spasm tightly, encasing my dick.
"Ahhhh, of God, yes, yes...AAAAAHHHHH," she screamed in ecstasy; her fingernails dug into my back and she wrapped her legs around my waist as she held on for dear life.
At that instant I erupted with rope after rope of thick creamy cum. My body stiffened as a loud, continuous grunt escaped from the depths of loins and I collapsed into Megan's embrace.
We lay side by side and nurtured one another with touch while coming down from our blissful high. We were content in each other's arms and drifted off to sleep cuddled in euphoria.
"Hey, you guys, you up yet? Come on, chop, chop; it'll be light in an hour," came Jim's voice booming through the door and waking us up.
"I guess our secret's out, huh?" Megan said with slightly worried look. "How did he know?"
"Honey, after last night I'm sure the whole motel knows; we were rather vocal."
Megan looked so embarrassed, then got the biggest smile. "You called me honey," she said.
"I did, didn't I. Well, HONEY," I emphasized the term of endearment with a big grin, "You should have brought some clothes; now you have to go back to your room in that skimpy, little robe to shower and get dressed."
"Oops," she said picking up her robe, still on the floor where she dropped it, "You think Jim's still out there?"
Reluctantly, Megan slipped on the small, white terrycloth covering and peeked out the door before scampering back her room; half an hour later we all met for breakfast then hightailed it down to the river for a long day of shooting.
Once again, Megan was invaluable as my assistant and contributed suggestion after suggestion, most of which we took. That night, as well as the next, she joined me in my bed again.
The morning we were due to leave I woke up with her snuggled into me, still in peaceful slumber; she was actually smiling in her sleep. I looked into her lovely face as the sun shone through the blinds and highlighted her perfect features. If I was honest with myself I had to compare the previous three days with some of the most wonderful days of my life; even those spent with Cora. Did that mean I was falling in love? In spite of my determination to keep it from happening, had I allowed my heart to be placed in jeopardy again? There was only one answer I could come up with; yes. As scary as it was, I was falling in love...again.
"Is something wrong, Steve?" Megan asked about an hour into our drive home. "You've been awfully quiet."
"Nothing's wrong, Megan, I've just been doing a lot of thinking...soul searching really."
"Do you regret us sleeping together? I know you're still hurting over Cora; I would have never had the guts to approach you like I did, but after what Karen said...well, my fear of losing you was stronger than my fear of telling you how I felt. I'm sorry, Steve; I didn't mean to pressure you into something you don't want."
"That's just it, Megan; I do want it, more than anything. When Cora and I split up I told myself, never again, and I meant it; at least at the time. Over the last year and a half I've tried hardening myself; telling myself I don't need anyone; my studio is my only passion, and for a while I believed it, too. Then you came along and showed me how stupid I've been. You made me realize how lonely an existence can be with an attitude like that. You opened my heart again...and walked right inside. I still have a lot of emotions I have to sort through but I'm sure one of them is love...love for you," I said.
"Steve, I...I..."
I looked over at her; she was emotional and had tears escaping from her eyes. "Are you alright?" I asked.
"Yes," she answered nodding her head slowly and reaching in her purse for a tissue. "It's just...well this is like a dream come true; I've wanted this for so long but never dared to think it would actually happen...I..." she wiped her eyes, "I love you with all my heart."
When we got back to Chicago we talked and decided to take it slow; after all we hadn't even dated yet, so that's where we decided to start.
A couple days after getting back, Jim stopped in at the studio to see what we had so far in the way of shots. "Where's Megan," he asked after he'd been there for a few minutes without seeing her.
"She's out running a couple of errands," I informed him.
"You're a lucky man, Steve; she's wonderful; beautiful, intelligent...God what I wouldn't do to find someone like that," he said showing some desperation in his voice.
"I didn't know you were looking; you always seemed to be happy as a bachelor."
"Oh don't get me wrong, I'm okay with the way things are; it's just that when I see a couple like you and Megan, I...well I guess I just get a little jealous."
I was thinking, sometimes I can be dangerous when I do that. "What's your thought on kids?" I asked him.
"Are you kidding, I love kids. I have a great dad and I always wanted to be the same kind of father he is; of course you have to have kids before you can be a dad."
"What about someone else's kid, could you still be a good dad if the woman already had a kid?"
He looked at me suspiciously. "What are you getting at?"
"Jim, have you had lunch yet?"
"No; why?"
"Because there is a waitress at the Denny's where we all had breakfast before we left for Peoria; her name is Karen, she's absolutely gorgeous not to mention intelligent, and personable. She has a seven year old boy. Come on, let's go have some lunch; I'll introduce you but from there you're on your own."
I did introduce them and by the time we left they were like old friends. They started dating and even double dated with Megan and me a few times.
As the next few months passed I found I had done it, I'd given my heart to Megan; I just prayed she would keep better care of it than Cora did.
For those of you who have never been in Chicago during the fall you don't know what you're missing. The leaves on the trees turn beautiful shades of orange, yellow, and red then dance with the gentle breezes against a royal blue sky. The temperature during the day is perfect for a sport coat and the nights were created to cuddle with your sweetheart.
It was on just such a fall evening when Megan and I were walking along the lakefront. We sat and watched from the large rocks as bright yellow moon beans danced on top of the black water.
"Brrrr," she said as the breeze shifted and came off the lake. I put my arm around her and held her close. It had been a little over two years since the night I caught Cora together with Mark and proclaimed myself henceforth as a solitary man. I had already broken that promise to myself; it was time to make it official.
"Megan, I want to thank you."
"Thank me; for what, honey?"
"For fixing my heart; only two years ago I thought it had been shattered with no hope of it ever functioning for anything more than to keep me alive...but you showed it how to love again; for that I'll be forever grateful."
"Awe, that's so sweet, I..."
She stopped talking as I slid off the rock and started to kneel. "Oh my God...Steve, you're not..." she put her hand to her mouth and started to squeal.
"Megan Biondi," I said while pulling the ring out of my pocket, "Would you marry me?"
She was speechless; she just held out her left hand and nodded with tears flowing from her eyes. I slipped the ring on her finger just before she jumped from the rock and threw her arms around. She kissed me several times then laid her head on my chest. She still couldn't speak. We set the date for the following May.
It was an unseasonably warm day in early March; Megan and I were in the back office going over our last assignment when I heard someone come in the front door.
"I'll see who it is, honey," I said getting up and heading toward the front. At first I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me; "Cora."
"Hi, Steve," she said demurely. "How have you been?"
She was looking good; her blond hair was just as silky smooth as I remembered it and those blue eyes were like the waters around a Caribbean island. "I...I'm doing well, Cora; how about you?"
She tried a weak smile. "Oh, not too good; I came by to tell you how I regret what I did to you...to us; you were right all along, life is what we make it, not what the stars say. I still didn't know that the last time we talked; in the restaurant I told you I regretted my affair and my dishonesty about it; when you confronted me in that motel room I'd never been so ashamed in my life. When you smashed my rings I broke down because of the guilt I felt; I never wanted to hurt you like that, but at the same time I still believed Mark was my destiny, not you. Boy, how wrong can a girl be?"
"You mean you no longer believe in astrology?"
"No, I no longer believe, Steve; the stars said Barbara would live to a ripe old age and she died at fifty-seven. The stars told me you were not trustworthy and it was me who turned out to be the one to deceive; the stars told me Mark was my perfect mate and he wound up trying to pimp me out to his friends. Right now he's in jail for drug possession. He got caught with a bunch of coke in his car a few months ago. Would you believe he actually thought I'd bail him out? Mark was an unbelievable disaster; and when I think of what I threw away I...well...No, Steve; astrology is a bunch of hooey just like you always said it was; I just wish you could have convinced me of it before I destroyed our marriage."
"I tried Cora; I begged you..."
"I know you did," she said bowing her head. She looked at my left hand. "I see you're not wearing a ring yet, is it too late to give it another shot, Steve? I..."
Just then Megan came out of the back and put her arm around me. I knew she overheard our conversation and had come out to stake her claim. "Darling, I have...oh excuse me," she said coyly, "I didn't know you were talking to a client."
Up until that second there had been a look of hope in Cora's face. "Megan, this is Cora, my ex-wife. Cora, this is Megan, my fiancée; we're going to be married next month," I told her trying not to sound like I was rubbing it in.
"Cora," Megan greeted her with an outstretched hand, "It's so good to meet you."
I couldn't help but feel a little sorry as the look of despair clearly showed in Cora's eyes. She and Megan shook hands as Cora graciously gave us her congratulations. "Well, you two," she said with her eyes glistening with tears, "I just stopped by to say hi. Again I hope you'll both be very happy together; treat him right, Megan; he's a hell of a guy," she said before turning around and hurrying out. I watched as she quickly walked past the front window; she was sobbing.
"Are you okay?" asked my bride to be.
"Yeah, honey; I'm fine. She said she no longer believes in astrology; maybe that will free her up to find someone again; I hope so."
On the day of the wedding I thought I'd be nervous but I wasn't; I knew it was right. Gail was the matron of honor and Brad was my best man. My folks were in attendance and Megan's mom flew in as well. She was an older version of her daughter. Jim, Karen, and her son, Daniel, were also in the audience and I knew they would be next.
For a couple months prior to the wedding Megan had been keeping me in suspense. She told me not to buy a wedding band for myself. I had no idea why and she wouldn't tell me; she said I would find out on our wedding day.
I'm surprised the buttons didn't pop off my tux when I saw my bride to be walking down the aisle. She had to be the most beautiful bride I'd ever seen. The minister started the ceremony; we each spoke our vows, then came time for the rings. For the second, and last time in my life, I proudly declared, "With this ring, I thee wed," and slipped it on her finger.
Megan took a hold of my left hand. "My father was the finest man I've ever known," she told me loud enough for everyone to hear. "I was his princess and he was my king. He was taken from us when I was just sixteen. The only thing of his my mother had left was this, his wedding ring. She wanted me to give it to you on the happiest day of my life. We both know he would approve. With THIS ring I thee wed," she said with tears in her eyes.
"I now pronounce you man and wife; you may kiss the bride."
EPILOGUE:
Six months after Steve and Megan were married Jim and Karen also tied the knot; Daniel was Jim's best man.
Megan and Steve continued working together and Steve's studio grew in size, stature, and reputation. Within three years of their marriage they employed five people. That was good, because by that time Megan was pregnant with their second child already and Steve needed the help. Every little girl should have a baby brother and Lindsey Haynes would soon have hers.



***
It was a Sunday afternoon and a perfect day to go shopping at the mall; a very pregnant Megan walked beside her husband who was pushing Lindsey in the stroller. They were all smiles, talking and laughing while on their way to buy baby clothes for their new arrival; they hadn't even noticed Cora as they passed the food court; but she saw them. She watched as the proud parents walked on by; they were so happy together.
She remembered the conversations they'd had about having children when they were still married; at the time they made her so happy sometimes she thought her heart would burst; now they were just sad remnants of her childish stupidity.
Cora reached up and pulled the tears from her eyes but there were more right behind them. "Oh God how could I have been so blind," she mumbled to herself. They were now several stores down and she could only see their backs as she wondered if she would ever be that happy, would she ever find anyone who she could love like she did Steve; would life give her another chance; did she even deserve a second chance?
More tears rolled down her cheeks and she let out an inadvertent sob as she pulled a tissue from her purse. There was one thing she was sure of; if she ever did find another man; a man she could love and who would love her, she wouldn't blow it again. She would be the best, most loving wife and mother a man ever had, but what were the chances?
The End.
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It would soon be our eleventh anniversary and my wife, Jenny, and I were looking forward to celebrating it on that upcoming Saturday. Being partners in business and being constantly on the road together can really put a strain on a relationship and I could feel us drifting apart lately. It was my idea to come back Chicago for our anniversary; I prayed it would put some spark back into our marriage.
The plan was to return to the same club where I had proposed to her. I had checked first to make sure it was still there and was thrilled to find out it was not only still there, but it was still owned by the same people and hadn't changed much at all.
I told Jenny I wanted to take her back there for an evening of dining and dancing. She readily accepted my invitation with the enthusiasm of a small girl at Christmas. It was as if we would be reliving that very special night from over a decade ago.
It sure didn't seem like that many years had passed. In those days I was struggling in a dead-end job and had to save up for three months for that night. My dad gave me the money for the ring but I didn't have the nerve to ask him for more, so I scrimped and saved; I wanted everything to be perfect.
After dinner and several romantic dances I walked Jenny out to the back terrace that overlooked the Chicago River. The bright lights of the city flickered and danced on top of the water, stubbornly refusing to be taken as the current tried forcing them into Lake Michigan. I couldn't have asked for a more beautiful night as I lowered myself to one knee and asked her to spend the rest of her life with me.
Since then not a day has gone by that ever made me regret that night.
While Jenny was still getting ready, I snuck out and ran to the local florist for a bouquet of flowers. When I returned I went up to the door and knocked just as I had so many years prior. She was pleasantly surprised and invited me in with a big smile. Of course, being a woman she still had some primping to do but in fifteen minutes we were off, just like in the old days.
My source was correct, the place hadn't changed, it was almost like going back in time as the maitre d' showed us to our table. As we ate we talked about how good it was to be back in Chicago. We'd both grown up here, went to school here, dated here, and were married here, but our business had us traveling a lot and this was the first we'd been back in many years.
After dinner we moved into the lounge and sat at a table near the dance floor. They used to have live bands but now had a DJ playing a variety of tunes from big band to the latest rock and roll. I waited until he played something slow and romantic then asked Jenny to dance. I held her in my arms as we glided across the floor with her head comfortably resting on my shoulder.
For the next hour we never left the dance floor but eventually we both needed a break. We were only back at the table a couple minutes when a man approached. He had those rugged, good looks that women like and his well-built physique was obvious even through his clothes.
"Jenny; Jenny Johnson?" he asked obviously knowing her from before she was married.
Jenny looked up at him. "Dennis, Dennis Blake; yes, it's Jenny but it's not Johnson anymore. My God," she said standing up and giving him a big hug; "It's been so many years, how have you been?" she blurted out loud enough for some of the people at other tables around us to hear. I noticed a woman one table over straining her ear drums in hopes of gathering some gossip for her treasure chest.
"Well, I think the last time I saw you was about a year after we graduated high school," he replied as they hugged yet again.
For a moment it almost seemed like she forgot I was there. "Oh I'm sorry," Jenny said looking at me and still talking excitedly. "This is my husband, Walt.
I started to rise from my chair and was extending my hand but all he did was glance in my direction with a slight nod of his head before returning his eyes to my lovely wife.
"Do you mind if I join you," he asked Jenny while already starting to sit.
"No, not at all, we have so much to talk about," she told him without so much as looking in my direction.
To say I was looking a little miffed is an understatement, especially when they both monopolized the conversation. He told her he moved out of state shortly after they had seen one another that last time and only came back occasionally on business. He said, since he was leaving in the morning, it must have been fate that beckoned him to stop in for a beer before going back to his motel. He saw her on the dance floor but in the dim light, wasn't positive it was her, so he waited until we sat down and he was sure before coming over.
I was trying to appear understanding and acted content as I quietly sat back and listened to them both talk about old times. He told Jenny how great she looked and that she hadn't changed a bit in twelve years. My beautiful wife was eating it up.
Along with everyone else' my ears perked up when the conversation turned to sex. It seemed they were each other's first and they were now laughing at their naiveté and inexperience. I could feel cold stares on the back of my neck as, right in front of me, he told her he should have never left without taking her with him. He said he married but that only made him realize that he had left the woman he really loved back in Chicago.
I'm sure some of the people around us saw the anger in my face as I thought about ending the conversation and leaving with my wife, but just then, without so much as looking at me for approval, he asked her to dance. She acted as if I wasn't even there when she held her hand out for him to take and accepted. I'm sure it wasn't difficult to see I was fuming as they both walked out to the floor. A couple from the table next to us made a comment about their behavior; with all the reminiscing and laughing they did, neither Dennis nor my wife were very quiet with their conversation.
I watched as he took her in his arms and started to guide her in a slow dance; at first the gap between their bodies was very respectable but as time went on it got smaller and smaller. I sat sipping my beer and twiddling my thumbs as they continued to dance from one slow song to another. I could hear more whispers from the surrounding tables.
I felt it was time. I marched out to where they were and tapped dear Dennis boy on the shoulder.
"May I cut in and dance with my wife," I said rather sarcastically.
Neither he nor my wife looked very pleased as I took his place.
"Hi, remember me, your husband?" I asked curtly. "What's going on? Why are you letting this guy monopolize our time together on our anniversary?" I wasn't speaking particularly loud but I didn't whisper either. I knew some of the people dancing around us could hear me.
"Oh, honey, I'm sorry," she apologized. "It's just so good to see Dennis again. I'm sure you heard...he was the guy that got my cherry," she said with a smile and a giggle.
"Yes, I heard; I think the whole place knows by now. If they didn't hear the conversation they can tell by the way you two are acting. I think he's trying to relive that night. His intentions are not honorable, Jenny. I want you to put a stop to it."
"Walt, come on; don't be like that. He's just an old friend who I haven't seen in many years. Please don't spoil this evening for me," she pled.
"Well he's sure spoiling it for me," I told her.
"Oh, honey, I'm sorry but I'll make it up to you, I promise," she said.
Just then the song ended and I felt a tap on my own shoulder. The son of a bitch was back already.
"Come on, pal, we haven't seen each other for twelve years; be a good guy and give us a little time to catch up," he said in a voice loud enough for others around us to hear. I saw a woman with her mouth open in disbelief at the asshole's brazen conduct.
My wife looked into my eyes. "Please, honey, it's been so long since we've seen each other and he'll be gone in the morning."
I could see the look of disgust on one guy's face and knew he regarded me as a wimp as I relented and handed Jenny back to her former lover. I could feel the eyes of others in the room watching me as I slinked back to our table and ordered another beer.
You'd think they'd surely come back to the table when the DJ started a set of fast songs but no, they continued to laugh it up and flirt with each other while Jenny shook her ass, seemingly not concerned at all with the growing number of people who were becoming aware of my increasingly distressed situation.
When the next slow song started Jenny put both arms around Dennis's neck and closed her eyes as she leaned her head against his chest. His hands went right down to her butt. Some of the couples dancing near them were looking at me, probably wondering why I let it continue.
That was it, no more I muttered to myself but just as I started to get out of my seat the song ended and Dennis took off in the direction of the men's room. Jenny returned to the table.
"Whew," she said acting a little embarrassed. "Those fast songs wore me out."
"Yeah, I could tell. You were hanging all over your hero; it was embarrassing. Are you ready to home?" I asked snidely.
She had a strange look in her eye as she sat down. "Honey, you know I love you, right?"
Everyone around us could see I didn't like the way the conversation was starting out. "I hope so because I love you," I assured her.
"I know you do, honey, and I'm praying you'll love me enough to understand what I'm going to say; honey, when Dennis comes out of the men's room he and I are leaving together. He'll drop me off tomorrow morning on his way to the airport."
No one could believe what they were hearing. She wasn't even discrete; I looked around at some of the surrounding tables and knew everyone was now tuned into our marital problems.
"Like hell you are!" I bellowed. Hell, everyone knew everything anyway, I didn't care, I wanted them all to hear me. "We're leaving now!"
"No, Walt, we're not. Please, honey, I need to do this. It's just for one night, please try and understand."
"Understand? You mean understand that you want to break our wedding vows, and of all the nights, on our anniversary. Understand that you've humiliated me in front of everyone in this place and now want to top it off by fucking another man? This is ridiculous, no!"
Just then big old Dennis returned, stood behind Jenny and put his hands on her shoulders. "Are you ready, honey?" he said looking at me with the smirk of a conquering hero about to enjoy the spoils of his victory.
Jenny reached up and took his hand. "I'm sorry, Walt, please try to understand," she said as she arose.
Tears welled up in my eyes. "Please, Jenny, I'm begging you, please don't do this," I said sounding like a whipped puppy.
"I'm sorry," she said. I heard some of the people around us gasp in shock as Jenny turned to leave with her high school heart throb.
"Fine," I shouted knocking the chair over as I abruptly stood up. "Then give me your rings!"
"What?" she asked looking back at me.
"You heard me; if you're going to sleep with another man I guess I can't stop you, but I'll be damned if you're going to break our wedding vows while wearing the rings I gave you at the altar."
"Go ahead," Dennis piped in, "If he's going to be a jerk about it give them to him, you'll get them back in the morning."
"Okay, okay fine," she said pulling them off her finger. "You just make sure you put them in safe place, buster," she yelled as she handed the rings to me.
I held them in my fingers and raised my hand over my head. "How much am I offered for this beautiful wedding and engagement set of rings," I roared to the crowd.
"Five hundred dollars," I heard someone yell from the back.
"Walt, what are you doing?" screamed Jenny.
"Well, these obviously don't mean anything to you; maybe someone else can use them, someone who actually knows the meaning of marriage. Don't worry, I'll give you half of what I get for them in the divorce settlement," I sneered.
I thought I saw her eyes glistening with tears but it was hard to tell for sure in the darkly lit club.
"Come on, Jenny," Dennis urged while pulling on her arm. "He's just bluffing; he's not going to throw away your marriage over one night."
She seemed reluctant, but turned and left with the big lug. "Six hundred," I heard as they walked out the door.
***
A little over two hours later I swiped a key card through the slot of room two-twenty-eight of the Arlington Hills, Days Inn. I opened the door and gazed at the female figure napping on the bed; her beautiful breasts, encased in a tiny, purple lace bra, rose and fell with a gentle rhythm and the matching purple panties barely covered her bald pussy. She took my breath away the first time I saw her and she still did.
She opened her deep blue eyes and smiled as I shut the door.
"Did you sell them?"
"Of course," I told her.
"How much?" she asked with excitement.
"Eighteen hundred," I replied.
"Oh," she said, "Not bad, what's that make now all together?"
I did a little quick figuring; "Almost thirty-seven grand, not bad for three weeks."
Jenny slipped off the bed, walked over, put her arms around me, and planted a passionate kiss on my lips. Sensuously she rubbed her lace bra and panties all over by my body; almost instantly we both felt something hard coming between us.
"Um," she cooed, "Someone's feeling frisky."
"Well, it is our anniversary, and after a performance like tonight..." I let my words hang in the air for a moment.
"Where's Dennis?" I asked. "Every time we do this he gets better and better. He was so good tonight I was actually getting jealous of you two," I said with a slight chuckle.
"He's in his room. I think he might have a girl in there with him. He actually got a little scared tonight. There were a couple of guys giving him real dirty looks as we left. He thought they might come after him in the parking lot but they didn't."
"I hope he's not thinking about quitting. I'd never have gotten that much for the rings if everyone in the place hadn't hated him so much. It'd be a real shame to have to train someone else again."
"I don't think you have to worry, honey. His take is almost ten thousand bucks, not bad for an out of work actor. Even if he was working, that's twice what he'd ever make on some playhouse stage."
"I hope so. I also think we've worn out our home-town welcome, honey. I'm sure everyone knows by now that all those rings are worthless. Most likely Chicago's finest has our descriptions by now and if they're not looking for us I'm sure some of the marks are. It was great being back home but I think it's time we boogied. I'll go tell Dennis we're leaving in the morning right after breakfast."
"Don't be long, honey," she said seductively. "I want to take care of that stiffness between your legs."
I didn't take long. I knocked on Dennis's door two rooms down from ours. He only opened it a crack; Jenny was right, he had a girl in there with him.
"Did everything go okay after we left?" he asked through the crack.
"Yup, I got eighteen hundred," I replied. I saw him smile. "But I think it's about time we got out of here. I can feel the heat on the back of my neck. Meet us at the restaurant at nine tomorrow morning; we'll leave right after breakfast."
"Okay," he quietly responded.
"You did a great job," I told him, "Enjoy yourself tonight."
Dennis's smile broadened. "Oh you can bet on that." I heard his female companion giggle just before he closed the door.
When I returned to our room Jenny was laying seductively posed on the bed. The sexy lingerie she made look so good earlier was now missing and the only thing she wore was a big smile.
I was undressed in record time and my hard cock sprung to life as it was freed. I climbed into the bed next to the most gorgeous female I'd ever known and kissed her...softly, lovingly, and compassionately.
The kiss was broken but Jenny went on, kissing my ear, my face, and working her way down to my neck and chest. She licked and nibbled on my nipples as her hand wandered down to feel the hardness of my manhood.
"Mmmm," she purred, "Just what do you intend to do with that weapon there, my husband?"
I was almost too far gone already to speak but I managed to mumble, "That's not a weapon, my darling, that's my love tool, and I plan on using it to make love to the most wonderful woman in the world."
Jenny moved with the grace of a feline as she worked her way down, then engulfed my cock, taking it in one motion until her lips met my pubic hair. She licked and slurped, teased and taunted until I erupted spewing warm cum down her lovely throat.
To the amazement of both of us, I never lost my hard-on. "Oh, I like this," Jenny said swinging her leg over and mounting me. She closed her eyes and rubbed my chest as she moved, grinding our pelvic bones together. She moaned as I reached up and pinched her nipples.
A few minutes later I felt the walls of her pussy clamp hard around my encased dick and she came with a scream that must have been heard by the entire motel.
Two more times we would achieve a euphoric bliss that night; finally, our bodies spent, we cuddled in each other's arms.
"It was a good idea coming back to Chicago for our anniversary," she said. "With all the traveling we do all the time, I'd almost forgotten what home felt like."
"I know; me too," I quietly replied. "To be honest, I thought all the moving around was starting to put a strain on our marriage and I was hoping Chicago would help rejuvenate some of the original magic we both felt when we lived here. Was I right?"
"Yes, honey, you were right; being back home reminded me of just how much I love you," she said while reaching over and turning my head for a tender little kiss.
"Honey, just before you and Dennis left I thought I saw real tears in your eyes."
"You did," she quietly explained. "Sometimes when I'm playing my role it seems so real; tonight I thought of what it would be like if we really separated. It terrified me and I started to cry.
"It would never happen, my dear. We were born to be together."
She smiled and looked into my eyes with love. "So, my wonderful husband, where's our next port-o-call?"
I smiled; I had a truly loving wife. "I was thinking about the Dakota's. With all that shale oil up there and those lonely guys with nothing to spend their money on, I figure we just might make enough to retire," I joked.
The End.
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"Honey, do you trust me; I mean really trust me?"
Now there's a question for you; how the hell do you answer that? If you say yes, you really trust her you know damn well you're not going to like the next thing that comes out of her mouth; but, if you say no, you don't trust her, you're probably going to regret it even more. Ken needed a few seconds to think.
"Before I answer that, you want to tell me what would prompt a question like that. Why would you think I don't trust you?"
"I didn't say that; I didn't say I don't think you trust me, I was asking a question."
"Yeah, well there's a reason for the question and I'd like to know what it is before I answer."
"Honey, it's a simply question; do you trust me, yes or no?"
"It's not a simple question and you know it. There is no way I'm going to give you an answer without knowing the purpose for the question in the first place."
Jennifer sighed; this was not going the way she had hoped. He was supposed to say 'yes, of course I do,' then she'd have him boxed in, but no, he was too smart for that and wasn't going for it even a little bit; time to fall back and try a different approach she thought. She decided honesty was the best policy.
"I need you to trust me, honey. I have to go away for the weekend and I don't want you to ask any questions."
"What? Oh hold on just a damn minute here; you're planning to go away for the weekend and I'm not supposed to ask you where you're going, or what you'll be doing?"
"Exactly; I know it's a lot to ask, honey, but in eight years of marriage, have I ever given you cause to distrust me?" she responded.
"No...at least not until now. Honey, you have to see how ridiculous this sounds. I don't care how trustworthy a person is, no husband in his right mind would go for something like that. Look at it from my side, what would you do if I asked the same question of you?"
She thought for a second then answered, "Well, just like you, I wouldn't like it. I'd wonder why you couldn't tell me what you'd be doing, but I would figure whatever it was, it must be very important to you or you wouldn't ask. I'd also know that you love me very much and would never do anything to hurt me, so yes, I would trust you."
Ken sat down on one of the kitchen chairs with a sigh. He should have known better than to ask that; he walked right into it. "How long would you be gone?" he asked.
"I have to leave Friday; I'd be gone before you got home from work, and I'd be back Sunday afternoon," she replied.
"You're talking about THIS Friday...right? How long have you been planning this?"
"I...I didn't really plan it, it was something that just...well, an opportunity that popped up," she replied.
"An opportunity...and you can't tell me anything about this opportunity; where you're going, who you'll be with...nothing?"
Jennifer slowly shook her head. "I'm sorry, dear, I just can't say."
"What if I say no, I don't trust you to simply go away for two days without telling me where you're going or what you'll be doing; would you still go?"
She stared at him for a second, "I really don't know; but whether I went or not, I would be extremely disappointed in your lack of trust in me."
"I don't know," he said softly as he pondered his dilemma. "I really don't know. I guess I just don't understand why you can't tell me where you're going. If I let you do this I'm going to be wondering about it for a long time, maybe years. I don't think that's fair, Jen, do you?"
He looked over at his lovely wife; clearly she looked anxious. "I'm sorry, honey, if I could tell you I would, but I just can't. Please trust me," she asked again.
They stared at one another for a few more seconds then she informed him she was going upstairs to read for a while before going to bed and asked that he give it some serious thought...he did.
For the next two hours Ken ran through every scenario, every plausible situation he could think of, but he was getting nowhere. He always came back around to the most obvious explanation; she was going to be with another man. Just the thought made his blood run cold.
"Damn it," he mumbled to himself, "I sure wish I knew what this was all about." The more he thought about Jennifer spending the weekend with another man, the more it didn't make much sense. They'd had a happy marriage; they both had been true to one another, he was positive of it. No, he thought, it must be something else; she wouldn't cheat, she knows damn well it would be the end of our marriage, she wouldn't take that chance.
Could it possibly be some kind of test, he wondered; but that would be out of character for her as well. It just didn't make sense. He was getting tired and worn out. Hell, maybe she'll wake up in the morning and tell me it was all just a joke; don't I wish, he thought, but he knew her better than that. No, whatever was going on, she was serious.
By the time Ken got to bed his wife was already asleep. He still hadn't made up his mind what he was going to do. He lay down and stared up at the ceiling still trying to come up with a reasonable justification for his wife's mysterious request. He finally drifted off to a fitful sleep with the question still looming.
The next morning he hadn't quite awakened yet; he was still in a kind of dream world. He didn't remember hearing the alarm yet, but whatever was causing the sensation he was feeling in his groin was better than any alarm.
He forced his eyes open, lifted his head from the pillow, and watched the top of his wife's head bobbing up and down on his morning woody. He brought both hands to his chest, closed his eyes again, and moaned in hedonistic bliss as his head dropped back down to its feathery soft resting place.
Her tongue slurped its way from the depth of his balls to the pinnacle of his prick. With a smile, he took in a deep breath as he felt her warm, moist mouth close over his shaft and slide down to its very base, only to rise again, teasing and taunting his stiff pole along the way.
He opened his eyes just wide enough to peak down again; this time to his wife's smiling face. She gave it one more lick before straddling his hips and impaling herself. She leaned forward, placing her hands on his chest for support while she rocked to and fro on his welcomed pussy invader.
"Oh God," she cried, throwing her head back in rapture. She could feel him getting even bigger; she swayed back and forth faster, harder; building the climax she knew they would both experience any second.
Ken groaned first; his body convulsing upward from the waist, one, two, three times while his wife screamed with ecstasy. He felt the inner walls of her love tunnel squeezing, milking his manly appendage of every drop of cum.
Jennifer collapsed on top of him and lay while they both wrestled for control of their breathing.
"It's been a while since I've been wakened by such a beautiful alarm clock," he said.
"Too long," she replied still trying to catch her breath.
"Would this have anything to do with our talk last night?" he asked.
"Well, I was kind of hoping it would buy me some brownie points," she replied with sly grin.
The expression on Ken's face turned from sheer ecstasy to annoyance. Her thoughtless confession had just turned a wonderful moment of passion into no more than a ploy to get what she wanted...a bribe. If she thinks she can buy my trust with sex she's sadly mistaken, he thought. Without another word he gently nudged her from on top of him, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and headed for the shower.
Jen could feel his uneasiness and realized her mistake in admitting to her attempted manipulation. Her little plan was coming apart at the seams and she began to ponder his question of the previous evening; if he says no will she go anyway? She really couldn't answer that. She just prayed she wouldn't have to make that decision.
She put on her robe and wandered down to the kitchen. By the time Ken appeared, breakfast was being served with a smile and a kiss on the cheek.
She was really laying it on thick, he thought. Actually it was all for nothing; he'd made up his mind in the shower. He just hoped he would not regret it.
"I don't imagine you've changed your mind from last night?" he asked.
"No, honey," she responded shaking her head. "This is something I have to do."
"Well I've decided to let you go and not ask questions..."
"Oh, honey, thank you..." he held up his hand to cut her off.
"But I want you to know you've hurt me, Jen. You ask me to trust you but you don't trust me enough to confide in me, instead you use sex as a tactic to try and persuade me. It appears this trust thing is very one-sided.
"Honey, it's not that I don't trust you..."
"Oh... what is it then? If it's not a lack of trust then I can only think you're going to do something that you're not very proud of." She just lowered her eyes, she didn't have an answer. "If this is so all fired important that you're going to go ahead, even though you know you are causing me pain, then you go, but I'll tell you right now, if I ever find out you did this to be with another man that trust will be irrevocably broken along with our marriage, understand?"
She meekly nodded her head. "I don't mean to hurt you, honey...honest. I wish I didn't have to do this, but like I said, it's important to me. Please don't be hurt."
He didn't respond, in fact no more was said about it at the breakfast table at all. They kissed when it was time for him to leave for work but Jen could feel the lack of passion from his lips. She hoped he would feel better when he got home later that night.
All day long Jen was having trouble with her inner demons. She wasn't kidding when she told Ken her weekend trip was very important to her, but it was also killing her to know she was hurting the man she loved. All morning her stomach was tied in knots. It was mid-day by the time she came to a final conclusion, this was a once in a life-time chance, she would never have this opportunity again, she didn't want to spend the rest of her years saying, 'I wonder, or what if' so she would make it up to her wonderful husband if it took the rest of her life, but she was going through with her plans.
In spite of her many attempts to brighten the atmosphere that night, Ken was definitely on the quiet side. He hoped by displaying his feelings of dismay she would change her mind. He wondered if she would try to bribe him again by initiating sex once they were in bed; if she did he would turn her down, but she knew he would consider it another attempted bribe and didn't. He was reserved again the next morning at breakfast, again hoping his attitude would dissuade her, but that afternoon she called him at work to let him know she was leaving.
"I love you," was the last thing she said before he hung up without responding.
"Hey, old buddy, Arnie can't make it Sunday."
Ken was lost in his thoughts. He had still maintained hope that his wife would change her mind at the last minute but it didn't look like that was going to happen.
"Huh, I'm sorry, Jack, what'd you say?" he asked his longtime friend and co-worker.
"Arnie...he can't make it on Sunday," Jack repeated. "Are you okay?
"Ah, yeah, I'm okay," Ken responded while forcing himself back to the land of the living. "Arnie can't make it? Shit, where are we going to find a fourth this late?"
"Well I was going to ask you if you knew of anyone who might be available but I'm guessing the answer is no. I'll call the pro shop and let them know we're one short, I'm sure they can find a single to fill in," Jack said still looking at his friend a little suspiciously. "Are you sure you're alright, old buddy?"
"Yeah it's..." he stopped and stared at the second best golfer in their foursome. Ken never was one to unload his troubles on someone else, not even a good friend like Jack. "Yeah, I'm okay; I just have a few things on my mind, that's all."
"Okay, if you say so. If there's anything I can do just let me know."
"Will do," Ken replied nodding his head and trying to look nonchalant.
The rest of the day was a complete waste of time as far as work was concerned. All he could think about was his wife's refusal to say where she was going or what she would be doing for the next two days.
He fought back tears as images of his Jen having sex with another man flashed through his mind over and over. The more it happened the more he denied it. That's not what this is all about he kept telling himself; I know she won't cheat on me.
Damn it, he thought, this is torture, it's fucking mental cruelty. How can she do this to me, why would she do this to me? Will I ever know what it was all about, he wondered?
Not knowing was worse than knowing if she really WAS with some guy. He felt lost, helpless, and hurt, but above all he felt anger, and it was the anger that was slowly becoming his motivating force. The more he gave in to his feelings of anger the less he felt lost and helpless. He was going to make her pay; oh how he was going to make her pay. What's that old song, "You only hurt the ones you love." Yeah, well, he thought, two can play at that game. He didn't lose his love for her but he wanted to hurt her, hurt her like she did him. He wanted her to know the agony she was putting him through, and damn it, he was going to do just that.
He started making plans. As soon as he got home he would move all her things into the guest bedroom. If she thought he was giving her the silent treatment before just wait, he schemed. He was going to make her sorry she was ever born.
On the way home Ken stopped for dinner, after all, he had all weekend to work on, "operation pay back."
"Good evening, can I get you something to drink?" asked the pretty waitress as she handed him a menu.
"Coffee please," he responded. As Ken opened the menu, just looking at it made his stomach queasy. He was so busy working up his anger he hadn't been aware of his anxiety until then. His hand shook slightly as he reached for the glass of water on the counter. Again his mind started to wander, and always to the darkest thoughts of an adulteress affair between his wife and another man.
"How we doing?" the cheery voice asked. "Have you decided yet?"
Ken heard the waitress' voice but had no idea what she said, he was too engrossed in his thoughts. "Huh, what?" he asked looking up.
"Have you decided what you want to eat?" she repeated almost as if talking to a child.
"I'm just going to have the coffee," he told her handing the menu back.
Ken sat sipping coffee and stewing in his glum thoughts. At one point, tears tried working their way back into his depression but he successfully fought them off for the second time that day.
It was almost nightfall by the time Ken pulled into his driveway. Even though he knew it wouldn't be so, somewhere in the recesses of his subconscious, he held on to the slightest optimistic thought that she would be home, waiting for him with open arms and a big kiss. One glance at the gloomy residence though, and the last of his smallest hopes were destroyed.
Once again his ire rose and took over his emotions as he walked into the lonely house. Angrily he looked around; it was as if all the anxiety he felt during the day had suddenly come to a head, he needed to lash out and the lamp sitting on the table in the front hall was his unfortunate victim. Seething with rage he flung it across the room ripping its cord from the socket and hitting the corner of his favorite painting. The blow knocked it to the floor with a crash as splinters of glass exploded from the frame and mixed with the shards of broken lamp.
Now driven by wrath, he charged up the stairs to their bedroom. Without hesitation he grabbed her clothes from the closet and marched them into the guest room. It took a number of trips with Ken carrying several hangers in each hand before all female contents of the closet had been unceremoniously sprawled over the guest bed.
Returning to the bedroom, he didn't bother removing anything from her drawer of lingerie; he simply yanked the entire drawer from the dresser and dropped it on the floor of his wife's new quarters. He was pissed and he was going to make damn sure she knew it.
Later that night, while tossing and turning in an unsuccessful attempt at sleep, he thought of something he hadn't thought of until then; what if this was all for him? What if she couldn't tell him anything because she was coming home with some kind of major surprise for him? Damn, would he feel like an ass!
Ken rolled over and looked at the clock; it was two in the morning. It had been a very strenuous day, his whole body felt like a wet wash rag but he still couldn't get to sleep, not with all the turmoil going on in his brain. He rolled on his side and for the first time since it all began, before he even realized it, a tear wandered to the corner of his eye then slowly ran down his cheek to the cotton pillowcase below.
The thought that his wife's mysterious trip could be for his benefit only served to confuse him more. Never could he remember being so conflicted with emotions, they were tearing him apart.
Ken tossed the sheet from his naked body and slowly sat up on the edge of the bed wiping the salty track of agony from his face. Giving up all hope for getting any sleep, he made his way to the kitchen and a fresh pot of coffee.
"Damn her," he mumbled out loud to himself. "Damn her all to hell anyway." Ken sat, and for the umpteenth time, went over their conversation. "She said it was important to HER," he said talking to himself again. "Why would she say that if she was doing something for ME? No, I'm pretty sure whatever she's doing she's doing it for herself, not me."
Sometime during his second cup of Columbian nectar he decided he was going ahead with his plan. He doubted it very much, but even if she did come home with some kind of surprise for him, it made no difference. She deserved to experience a little of the hell she'd put him through, he rationalized.
Once he'd made up his mind he was ready to try for some sleep again. It was getting light outside by the time he finally conked out.
Saturday, Ken started putting his plan into action. The first thing he did was to drive down to the hardware store and buy a keyed lock for the bedroom door. From now on that door will stay locked until he decides otherwise.
In the afternoon he went to the driving range to get in some practice with his irons. He was hoping it would take his mind off of things and help relax him but it did nothing for his anxiety... or his swing. In fact his inability to hit a single good shot out of an entire bucket of balls only added to his frustration.
On his way back, Ken stopped at the pizza place a few blocks from his house and ordered a small pizza to go. He didn't feel like cooking and Jennifer was always watching her weight, so seldom was he able to enjoy his favorite junk food.
It was a long, lonely night. He thought his plans for reprisal would give him more satisfaction but they really didn't. A profound sadness swept over him as he wondered where all this would lead; divorce? I wonder if she knows, he contemplated, does she have any inkling how precarious our relationship is right now?
Once again he prayed he would not find out his lovely wife was with another man, for that would certainly clinch it; there was just no way their marriage could survive a betrayal like that...he would not stand for infidelity. He shook his head in doubt as he wandered into the bedroom for another stab at getting some rest.
After another restless night, Ken found it hard to get going Sunday morning. Even after a nice hot shower his feet felt as heavy as his heart. After breakfast he tossed his clubs in the trunk of his car along with an overnight bag. He hung a suit up in the back then went back inside the house and locked the bedroom door.



"Hey, old buddy," called an enthusiastic Jack from a golf cart headed his way. "Damn, man, you still look glum. Are you sure you're okay?" he asked pulling up behind Ken's car to transfer his clubs to the cart.
"Ah, Jen and I are having a little spat, that's all, nothing earth shattering," replied Ken as he strapped his clubs to the back of the golf course vehicle.
Jack looked inside the trunk before shutting the lid then saw the suit hanging up in the back. "Are you moving out?" he asked suspiciously.
"No, not really, just taking an overnight sabbatical. Come on," he insisted, not wanting to talk about it anymore. "Did they come up with a fourth man?"
"Well, yes and no."
"What do you mean, yes and no? Either they did or they didn't."
"Well they came up with a fourth person," responded Jack.
Ken looked at him for a second while considering his friend's words..."Oh no, the fourth man is a woman?"
"Yup, her name is Tara but the pro says she shoots in the low eighties so you'd better have your "A" game ready, old buddy, I'd hate to have to tell everyone at work how you were beaten by a lady."
***
Jennifer was putting her suitcase in the car. She would have never thought it possible, but fate had sanctioned her to experience a longing that started when she was still in school; but at what cost? She was aware of her husband's lack of response when she told him she loved him over the phone but the anticipation of the weekend tempered her fearful thoughts with excitement. Now that it was over she was left with only the fear.
She hadn't had breakfast and was planning to stop for something but decided she had to get home; she wanted to be there for him when Ken returned from the golf course. She wanted to start making things up to him immediately. Her heart started to pound with anxiety as she pressed a little harder on the gas pedal.
By the time she pulled into the drive she had the entire evening worked out in her head. There were two Cornish hens in the freezer she could thaw quickly in warm water; she knew they also had at least one bottle of her husband's favorite white wine to go with them. While dinner was in the rotisserie she would put on her sexiest lingerie, his favorite, the black corset with garter straps to hold the black thigh high stockings. Just seeing her in that outfit always got him worked up.
After dinner she would make him a present of her behind. She'd always refused him before. No one had ever screwed her in the ass before, not even Ken; she was afraid of the pain. Tonight she would endure the pain for her husband. Tonight he would break her rear cherry.
Yup, she thought, I will leave no doubt in his mind that he is my one and only lover. By the time I'm done with him tonight he'll be well on the way to forgiving me and never again will there be anymore secrets; I will treat him like a king, because that's what he is.
In spite of the eighty some degrees outside she caught a chill as she walked into the house. Something had changed, their home always seemed so warm and inviting, but for some reason it felt different, lonely and cold. She put her overnight case down and noticed the lamp was missing from the table. Jennifer looked around and saw Ken's favorite painting was also missing; her eyes followed the scratch on the wall down to the broken fragments of both missing pieces.
She gasped and brought her hand quickly to her mouth. Her anxiety worsened as she realized Ken must have thrown the lamp against the wall and hit the painting. "My God, what have I done," she whispered.
Rarely did Ken lose his temper and never had she seen him enraged to the point of throwing something. She started to tremble as she began to understand the hurt with which she had infected on her loving husband. Not more than three hours prior she had been okay with her decision, now she was racked with guilt.
Tears leaked from her eyes as Jennifer walked over and carefully knelt down to examine the expensive watercolor. The painting itself was not harmed, but it would have to be reframed. She would do that on Monday and surprise him when he came home after work. She cautiously picked up and threw out as much of the glass and broken pieces of lamp as she could then vacuumed up the rest.
She checked the time, it was already two o'clock in the afternoon; she knew he'd be coming home soon and she hadn't even started thawing the birds out yet. Suppressing her emotions temporarily, Jen took a deep breath and headed for the kitchen, she was determined to start her penance with his favorite dinner and a romantic evening at home.
As soon as she had the hens sitting in the warm water, Jennifer walked back out to the hall, picked up her suitcase, and climbed the stairs. She was looking forward to relaxing in a tube of her favorite bath oil, the one that drove Ken crazy with desire from its seductive scent.
As she turned at the top of the stairs Jen was surprised to see their bedroom door closed. She noticed the lock about the same time she tried the knob, but for a second her brain couldn't conceive why the door wouldn't open. Then it hit her, oh my God, she thought, he's locked me out of our bedroom...but...
She turned and saw her clothes lying on the bed in the guest room. Jen could feel the panic building in her chest as she slowly, nervously walked into the room that had previously been reserved for the occasional over-night company. She sat heavily on the edge of the bed and stared down at the drawer full of panties and bras sitting on the floor. It's not even here, she thought. The corset she was going to wear was in another drawer and she couldn't even get in their room to get it. Her mind flashed backwards to all the events that should have prepared her; the broken lamp, his refusal to say he loved her during her last phone call, the look on his face when she answered his question about the blow-job. All the signs were there, she'd just done a rotten job of reading them.
It was if she'd been hit with an avalanche of guilt, shame, and remorse; she buried her face in her hands and burst out crying hysterically. "Oh God I hope I haven't ruined my marriage," she shrieked aloud. The distraught woman slumped over on the guest bed; her entire body was racked with fright as tears flowed spontaneously down her cheeks.
She knew he was hurt, he told her, but she had no idea how deeply he was hurt or the height of his anger. She lay sobbing as her mind scoured through a dozen different ways to show him how sorry she was.
Finally, her tears exhausted, Jen gradually came back to reality. She looked at the clock. She was so preoccupied with her penance, time had slipped away from her. She was shocked to see she had wasted an hour, crying. Where is he, she wondered, he should be home by now.
She felt listless, her whole body was void of energy, but believing she was running out of time, Jennifer dried the tears from her face and dragged herself into the kitchen to start dinner. After seasoning the hens she stuck them in the rotisserie and set the dining room table, complete with candles.
She glanced at the clock, it was after four; where was he? He was never this late getting home from golf. Then a terrible thought occurred to her, what if he locked the bedroom door to hide the fact that his clothes were gone; what if he'd left her?
Oh God, she uttered...no, he wouldn't do that, not without telling me; no, he couldn't do that. Her entire body started to tremble. She was starting to panic for the second time since coming home. She sat on the couch in the living room and started to cry again but kept telling herself that her loving husband would never leave her; not like this, not without confronting her first.
It took her only a few minutes to convince herself that Ken was probably sitting around drinking beer with his friends and would still be home shortly. Okay, she thought, I can't wear my corset but there's some pretty sexy lingerie in that drawer I can wear. With a new resolve and determination to make things right, Ken's pretty wife ran up the stairs and took a shower. She paid no attention at the dwindling time as she made herself pretty, first with make-up, then with the prettiest lingerie she could find.
She threw on a robe and returned to the kitchen just in time to remove the Cornish hens and set the table. Refusing to believe he wouldn't be walking in at any second, she lit the candles and took her place alongside her husband's chair.
A tear rolled down her smooth cheek as she sat alone and listened to the grandfather clock in the living room sound six times. Jennifer had never felt as lonely as she did at that moment. She had to accept the fact that the romantic evening she had planned was not going to happen. She had avoided calling him, she was hoping to surprise him but now she felt as if she had no choice.
Jen took a deep breath and forced herself to pick up the phone. She was terrified of what her husband might tell her. Her hands shook as she touched the familiar numbers.
Ken was just getting ready to walk across the street to the local Denny's for dinner when his phone rang. He looked and saw it was his house phone. He sighed, he knew it was coming; in fact he was surprised it took her so long.
"Hello," Ken answered with no emotion in his voice.
"Hon...honey," he heard his wife say softly from the other end.
"This is Ken," he responded curtly.
Jen's heart sunk even deeper at his reply but she wasn't going to react. "I...I just wondered when...I, ah...I made Cornish hens for dinner, honey; I wondered when you'll be home."
"Good question, I don't know, maybe tomorrow, maybe next week; I'm not sure."
"Oh, honey, please come home. I'm sorry, I know I hurt you. Please let me make it up to you, please."
"Make it up to me? And just how are you going to do that, Jen? How are you going to erase the doubts and suspicions that I've been wrestling with all weekend? I've tried coming up with every possibility I can think of for why you can't tell me where you were and it always comes back to one thing...you were with another man. It's the only thing that makes sense, Jen; it's the ONLY thing!"
"Oh, my darling please, please trust me. What I did had been a fantasy of mine since I was a young girl. It was something I had to do. I just can't tell you what it was. Please darling, please come home. I WILL make it up to you, honest. I'll do whatever it takes, honey...please."
He heard her break down and start to cry. He still had no proof she was with someone and hearing her sob was tugging at his heart strings but he was determined to give her some of her own medicine.
"I might be home tomorrow after work," he stated emphatically.
"Honey, won't you please come home now, please?"
"No."
"Okay," she mumbled between sobs. "May I ask where you are?"
"No. If I don't need to know where you were, you don't need to know where I am...or who I'm with."
Jen didn't think she could feel any worse but hearing Ken say those last four words almost caused her to throw-up. She fought to keep it from happening and had to swallow before she could speak again.
"Ken, ar...are you with a woman? Oh, honey, please don't do this."
"I didn't say I was with a woman but if I can't ask questions neither can you."
"Ken, that's not fair; you agreed. You agreed not to ask questions, you said I could go. Please, please come home and let's forget all about the weekend."
"Jen, listen to me. I went through absolute hell wondering if you were in the arms of another man. I can't ever remember being so angry or so hurt in my life. It's going to take a hell-of-a-long time before I forget it. In the meantime, I don't want you trying to make up for it. I don't want you sleeping with me; I don't even want you around me anymore than necessary. That's why I locked the bedroom door. Until I say different you can sleep in the guest room."
Ken could hear Jennifer crying as he disconnected. He was still conflicted with emotions. Why did she have to pull a stunt like this, he asked himself, it was so unlike her. Could her weekend really have been about something innocent? He was going to feel like a real heel if that turned out to be the case.
It was that thought that kept him up for the fifth night in a row.
***
"Alright I want the truth, damn it, what's the hell's going on between you and Jennifer?" Jack asked as he walked into Ken's office closing the door behind him.
Ken looked up from the paper work he'd been unconsciously staring at for the last half-hour.
Jack walked over and sat in one of the chairs across the desk from his friend and looked him in the eye.
"First I see an overnight bag in your trunk, a suit hanging up in your car, and then you play the worst game of golf I've ever seen you play. Not only did Tara beat you but I beat you and Smitty came with-in two strokes; something's drastically wrong, old buddy, and it's obviously not doing you any good to keep it bottled up inside so spill it."
As uncomfortable as he was, maybe Jack was right, maybe he needed to get it off his chest. "Jack, do you trust your wife?"
"Marge? Of course I do."
"What if she said she was going away for the weekend and she didn't want you to ask where she was going, what she'd be doing, or who she'd be with?"
"I'd know immediately where she was," Jack responded.
"You would; where?"
"Her brother's house, she knows I can't stand the bum," Jack said with a smile.
"Come on, Jack, this is serious, that's exactly what Jennifer hit me with the other night. She wanted my blessing to go away for the weekend but didn't want me to ask where she was going or what she'd be doing. She has a brother to but he's a great guy with a wife and kids; no, there's only one reason I can think of for all the secrecy, she was with another man."
"Oh, Ken, no way; there's no way Jen would cheat on you, come on, you know better than that."
"Do I? Okay then, tell me, what else could it be? Can you think of another reason why she'd go away like that, because I sure as hell can't?"
"Did she say anything; give you any clues whatsoever?"
"All she'd say was that it was something she had to do. It was supposed to be about some fantasy from her childhood."
"And that sounds like she was with another man to you? How many little girls do you know who have a fantasy about screwing some guy? It's probably something embarrassing and she just doesn't want to tell you, that's all."
Ken looked down in thought but spoke almost immediately. "I can't believe something from her childhood would be so important that she'd go ahead and do it knowing how much it would hurt me."
"Okay," Jack said, "if she was going to be with a guy why wouldn't she just lie and tell you she had to go visit a sick friend or something? I mean, if you're going to cheat on your spouse wouldn't it be better to avoid suspicion and make up some excuse for going away?"
Ken had to admit, Jack was making sense. He'd thought of that himself and couldn't figure out why she wouldn't just come up with a good lie.
Jack continued, "Look, my friend, we've all known each other for many years. Your wife and mine are the best of friends. If Jen was cheating on you Marge would know it, there's not a doubt in my mind about that, just like there's no doubt that Marge could never keep it from me; and as far as I know, Jen has never even looked at another man? No, whatever she's up to, I'm sure it's not adultery."
"I don't know," said Ken still with some skepticism in his voice. "Maybe you're right, I sure hope so because if I ever find out she was fucking some other guy it would be curtains for our marriage."
"Come on, man, Jen loves you to death. I'm telling you, there's no way Jen was out fucking around, she wouldn't do that to you."
Jack stood and started to leave; as he grabbed the doorknob he looked at Ken once more. "Go home, man. Go home and make love to your pretty wife. Forget all about the weekend. Whatever she did she's simply too embarrassed to tell you about it, that's all...oh, I meant to tell you; our fourth man said she had fun and hopes we'll call her again to play with us. What do you think?"
"Yeah, sure, she'll probably change her mind when I whip her ass the next time though. I played lousy yesterday, but there's no way she can beat my regular game," Ken said with knowing smile.
"Okay, my friend, I'm going to hold you to that; see you later." He hesitated just before walking out. "You know some women are into that."
"Into what?"
"Whipping their ass," he said with a chuckle.
As the day dragged on, Jack's words kept playing over and over in Ken's mind. He loved his wife. He wanted to believe it was just as his friend said, she was simply too embarrassed over something to tell him about it.
***
The screen door hissed as it closed behind him. Ken put his briefcase down then climbed the stairs to change out of his suit and into some comfortable clothes. He hadn't seen nor heard his wife until he came back down into the living room. She was sitting on the couch. Tracks from her tears where very prominently displayed down her cheeks. She had a wet, dirty tissue rolled up in her fingers and her hands shook despite resting in her lap. Her voice was weak and hoarse from sobbing.
"Don't..." she sniffled while still looking down. "Don't you love me anymore?" she asked in fear of his answer.
"Jen, if I didn't love you anymore your clothes would be in the front lawn instead of the other bedroom."
She finally looked at him and for the first time he could see how red and puffy her eyes were. "I'm...I'm so sorry, honey," she cried, "I'm so sorry I hurt you like I did. I...I didn't realize...I mean, I...I didn't know...oh honey, please forgive me," she begged before bringing the dirty hankie up to her nose and starting to cry again.
"Jennifer, as long as you..."
She anticipated his statement. In her anxiety she didn't even let him finish. "Oh Ken, please...I...it had nothing to do with sleeping with another man," she blurted out, "nothing, honey; please believe me, I did not screw anyone."
Her emotional declaration took him by surprise. "Then WHY? Why would you put me through hell all weekend like that? Damn it, Jen, I don't get it; why didn't you tell me that before you left? You had to know what I was thinking. Do you know the kind of pain I went through picturing you in the arms of another man? Why would you leave letting me think that if it wasn't true? Hell, Jen, how am I even supposed to believe you now...after the fact?
"Oh, honey...please, I'm telling you the truth," she cried! "Honest, Ken, you have to believe me."
Ken stood and stared at his wife while her words soaked in. She sure sounded sincere. "Jen, I just don't know..."
"Honey, please believe me. I didn't say anything before I left because I didn't want you asking a lot of questions and I thought the best way to avoid that was to simply not say anything at all. To tell you the truth it wasn't nearly as exciting as I thought it would be; the fantasy was much better than the reality, but it was something I had to do, something..."
"Yeah, I know," Ken said snidely cutting her off, "something you've wanted to do since you were a little girl; you told me. That's one of the things that hurts so bad, Jen, you excluded me from something that was important to you. We've been an integral part of one another's lives for the last eight years. I've always included you in my life and it hurt to think that you didn't feel the same way. Then I wondered if this just the first step? What else would you exclude me from?"
"I know," she sobbed. "I...so sorry, honey; I didn't think about it like that. It was thoughtless of me. I...I had no idea this would hurt you so badly."



"Yeah...well, to tell you the truth I didn't know it would either. It bothered me when I said you could go but I was hoping you'd change your mind. Then when you actually left...well, the idea of you excluding me from an important part of your life was bad enough, but the thought of you meeting some lover from your past just festered like an open sore. I tried telling myself you wouldn't do that; there was just no way you would cheat on me, but as much as I tried, I just couldn't come up with any other reason for your behavior."
She lowered her eyes. "I...I guess I thought you trusted me more than you do," she said meekly.
"Jen, trust is one thing, but what you pulled over the weekend goes way beyond trust, it's more like blind faith or something; I don't know. What was it that Reagan said, 'trust but verify,' well I have no way to verify."
Jennifer just sat sobbing even more heavily. Ken was still pissed but his wife's statement about not being with another man gave him a certain amount of relief. He also wasn't made of stone. It wasn't a stranger sitting there crying her heart out, it was the woman he loved. Ken walked over, sat beside her and put his arm around her trembling body.
Jen immediately buried her face into his chest and put her arms around him.
"Alright, take it easy," he said while gently rubbing her shoulder. "As far as I know you haven't done anything wrong but I still need some time to come to terms with all of this."
He could feel her head nodding into his chest showing she understood but offering no more in the way of an explanation.
"I still think it's better if we sleep in different rooms for the time being."
That brought on a big sob and she tightened her grip around his waist. "Oh please, please don't make me sleep without you again."
"I'm sorry, Jen," he said, but that's the way it has to be, at least for a while."
They sat holding each other a little longer before Jennifer had to dish up supper. She looked like a whipped dog with her tail between her legs for the rest of the evening; it wasn't an act, it was exactly how she felt.
That night, as Ken heard his bride of eight years quietly weeping from the guest bedroom, he wondered how long he'd be able to hold out. He was already missing her lying beside him.
***
"So...how'd it go yesterday," asked Jack as he sat in the same chair as the day before.
"Ah, well, better than I had expected. She at least told me she wasn't out fucking anybody."
"You believe her?"
"I don't know; I'd sure as hell like to. Why... don't you?" Ken asked his rather smug looking friend.
"Of course, I was the one who told you she wouldn't cheat in the first place, remember? So, everything's back to normal then?"
"Well I wouldn't exactly say that, I'm still pissed. I'm making her sleep in the guest room for a while to give me some time to cool off," said Ken.
"I guess I can understand that. To tell you the truth if Marge had pulled something like that she'd be sleeping there too. When I got home last night I asked her if she knew anything about Jen's mysterious weekend trip. She said she thought it might have something to do with when she was in high school; something she never got a chance to do."
"Some-THING, or Some-GUY?" Ken asked curtly.
"No, no, some-THING," Jack replied with a cautious smile. "I guess Jen never really came out and said what it was but Marge is sure it had nothing to do with fucking some guy. She doesn't believe Jen would cheat on you anymore than I do."
"Yeah, that seems to be the general consensus," Ken replied leaning back in his chair daring a small gratifying smile. "To tell you the truth, I really don't think she would either. I guess I'm going to take your advice and just try to forget about it. In spite of all the thoughts I had over the weekend, I just don't see her cheating on me."
"Okay then," Jack said as he shifted his posture and leaned forward. "Not to change the subject but I got a call from Arnie's wife and he's not going to make it next Sunday for golf again."
"Again," responded Ken with a surprised look. "Is something wrong, it's not like him to miss two weeks in a row?"
"I guess his back is bothering him. Linda said he wasn't able to go to work all week. He has an appointment with the doc on Thursday.
"Hell, I hope it's nothing serious."
"Yeah, me too; listen, now that you have your head out of your ass, you want another crack at Tara? I was thinking of calling her to see if she can fill in again."
"You really seem to like her, Jack. You sure you two aren't having an affair of your own?" teased Ken.
"Me!" Jack countered. "You're the one she flirted with for eighteen holes."
"Yeah...right; she was just trying to keep me distracted so she could beat me. She's in for a rude awakening this time."
Jack broke into a big grin. "Ah huh, you can't tell me you didn't notice that sexy, little waggle she does before hitting the ball."
"You mean how she wiggles that pretty, little ass," joked ken. "I'm not dead, old buddy; of course I noticed. It won't be enough to save her from the jaws of defeat though...not this time."
"Yeah, well we'll see. I've got a feeling she hasn't even started to turn on the real charm yet."
Ken felt better after Jack left his office. He made an effort to separate himself from any jealous or insecure thoughts and tried looking at the situation from a completely impartial standpoint.
In eight years of marriage he never even saw his wife so much as flirt with another man. Their sex life was good and she always seemed to be satisfied. Certainly anyone who knew her was adamant about her love and loyalty to him. No, if he weighed the pros and cons the circumstantial evidence was heavily in her favor.
Okay, he said to himself, if I keep going back and forth like this I'm going to drive myself crazy. I gave her permission to go in the first place because I did trust her. It wasn't until she was actually gone when my overactive imagination kicked in and I decided she must be meeting another man. There's certainly no proof of that, and up until this weekend I've never had cause to doubt her sincerity or her fidelity. As far as I know she's never lied to me so when she says she wasn't with another man what justification do I have to call her a liar; none, absolutely nada.
Ken arose from his chair and walked to the window. The telecommunications company he worked for was located in a northwest suburb of Chicago. His office was on the fifth floor; from there he could see the Hancock Center, Willis Tower, and most of down town. Somehow the view always reminded him of what a lucky man he was. He could surmise how much misery and heartache there was down there. His parents made sure he was well educated, he had a great job that afforded him a comfortable lifestyle, he had a great wife who loved him and good friends; yeah, he was a very lucky man.
He also loved her, so without even acknowledging it, he was talking himself into forgiving her. Ken had made up his mind. He turned to walk back to his desk. It was over; oh he would always wonder what she did or didn't do and he would always remember the torment he went through, but for now at least, no more incriminations. He would let his wife back into the bedroom and try to put it all behind them.
A sense of relief came over him as he sat back down and looked at the work that had piled up on his desk during the last few days. He wanted things normal again. He was tired of guessing what she may or may not have done. He wanted his loving and loyal wife back.
"Betty," he called to his secretary through the intercom, "would you grab a couple of coffees and come in to help me prioritize some things, please?"
"Sure, Ken," she answered.
By the end of the day Ken and Betty had everything caught up, and for the first time in almost a week, he was driving home in a good mood.
Continued...
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A sense of relief came over him as he sat back down and looked at the work that had piled up on his desk during the last few days. He wanted things normal again. He was tired of guessing what she may or may not have done. He wanted his loving and loyal wife back.
"Betty," he called to his secretary through the intercom, "would you grab a couple of coffees and come in to help me prioritize some things, please?"
"Sure, Ken," she answered.
By the end of the day Ken and Betty had everything caught up, and for the first time in almost a week, he was driving home in a good mood.
Jennifer, of course completely unaware of her husband's change in attitude, had spent her time sinking further into depression. Her plans to make things up to her man were all but dashed upon the rocks of his anger and mistrust. How could she start making it up to him if he wouldn't even let her in bed with him?
After doing the breakfast dishes and making the beds, Jen sat trying to come up with a way to show her husband how much she loved him when the phone rang.
Her voice was still hoarse. "Hello." There was a short silence.
"Boy, you sound terrible."
"Hi, Marge," she continued, recognizing the voice of her good friend. "Yeah, I know, I've been under the weather lately."
"Uh huh, would that have anything to do with your mysterious weekend?"
"Yeah," she tried to chuckle, "you could say that. I'm guessing Ken discussed it with Jack and he told you, huh?"
"Of course," chirped her friend. "Now what's this all about? Where the hell did you go? Did he have a big cock?"
The last question instantly set Jen off. "Damn it, Marge, how dare you ask me that, there was no cock!" she angrily replied. "I was NOT out screwing some guy!"
"Okay, okay, I'm sorry. I was just kidding. I know you wouldn't cheat on Ken. Sheesh, calm down...now, where DID you go?"
"I can't tell you, Marge, I can't tell anyone. I'm sorry but it has to stay my secret."
Again there was a short silence from the other end of the phone. "Jen, I'm your best friend, if you can't tell me who can you tell?"
"That's just it, Marge, I can't tell anyone."
"Wow, I'm beginning to understand a little about how your husband feels."
"Oh, Marge, please don't make me feel any worse than I already do; if I could tell you I would, I'd tell Ken, but I just can't. This is something I will take to my grave, I just can't tell anyone," she said starting to cry again.
"Okay, okay, honey, don't cry. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pry."
"Did..." Jen sniffled a couple times before she could talk again; "did Jack say anything to you about what Ken intends to do? Is...is he planning to divorce me?"
"Oh, honey, I don't know but I don't think so. Jack says Ken's awfully pissed but he didn't say anything about divorcing you.
"Oh, Marge, what'll I do if he does? I don't think I could go on without him."
"Jen, don't even think about it. Ken loves you; I doubt very much if he's planning on divorcing you, not over something like this. You didn't really do anything wrong, did you?"
Jen ignored the question. "You haven't seen him, Marge. I never saw him so angry. He threw the hall lamp against the wall and hit that painting he loves."
"Oh shit, that doesn't sound good, hon," Marge responded a little shocked.
"I know, I've never known him to lose his temper like that before. The lamp was shattered beyond repair but the painting was okay, just the frame was broken. I took it and had it reframed. It's been hanging up since yesterday but Ken didn't even notice it, or if he did he didn't say anything." He's even locked me out of our bedroom..."
"Yeah," interrupted her friend, "I heard. Jen, I'm sure he'll calm down, just give him some time."
"God, Marge, I hope you're right. If I knew he was going to be this mad I'd never have gone."
"Yeah, well don't ever do it again."
"Are you kidding, never! From now on the only fantasy I have is to be the best wife a man could want; no more headaches or, 'I don't feel like it tonight.' I just pray it's not too late."
"I'm not asking what you did but tell me, after all this, was it at least worth it?"
Jen hesitated but then answered her friend. "No; not even close. I should have left the fantasy just that, a fantasy. It was disappointing and certainly nothing I'd ever do again."
"Damn, Jen..."
"Yeah I know. All I could think about coming home was how I would make it up to my loving husband, and then..." she had to stop talking she was starting to cry again.
"Jen, I'm so sorry. Hang in there, honey; just do everything you can to assure Ken of how much you love him. I'm sure you guys will be okay."
"Thanks, Marge."
They talked a few more minutes, but in the end Jen still had no idea if her marriage would survive.
That night when Ken came home, he broke his usual tradition of going right upstairs to change. He set his briefcase down in the hall and walked around the corner and into the living room. Jennifer was still in the kitchen cooking dinner and hadn't heard him come in. She became terrified when she heard him call her name.
"Jen, would you come out here for a few minutes, please. I want to talk to you."
She walked into the living room as if she was about to face a firing squad. She was still totally unaware of what her husband had in mind. Was this it, she wondered? Was this the end of her marriage?
"Jen, sit down for a minute," he said sitting down on the sofa and patting the seat next to him. "We need to talk."
Tears started welling up in her eyes again as she cautiously took her seat.
"Okay, there's no need for the tears," Ken said looking at her. "I've decided to put this whole thing behind us."
"Oh, darling," she burst out with joy. She threw her arms around his neck and pulled them together in a hug before he could say another word. She held on for dear life, almost choking him.
"Oh thank you, darling, thank you. I promise to make it up to you..."
"Okay, okay," he said reaching back and prying her arms apart to catch his breath. "No, I don't want that; I don't want you going around here doing everything under the sun to try and make up for things...there's no way you can do that anyway. There's no way you can erase the torture I went through, I don't care what you do. It'll never go away, I'll never forget last weekend," he solemnly told her. "But I still love you with all my heart and without proof that you did anything wrong I'm willing to give you the benefit of the doubt."
"Oh, honey," she broke in again kissing his face all over. "I promise I'll never do anything like that again..."
"You're damn right you won't," he interjected. "First off, I'll never give you permission like I so stupidly did before, and if you ever decide to do something like that again without my consent...I'll tell you right now, it'll be the end for us, hear me? I don't care how important it is to you, don't even ask," he told her in a stern voice that left no doubt he meant what he said.
Once again she buried her head into his chest and surrounded him with her arms. "Oh, Ken, I love you so much. No, honey, I'll never ask for anything like that ever again, I swear."
A small smile stretched across his face as he put his hand around her head and held her close to him. It felt good to accept her apology; it felt good to forgive her and let her back into his heart.
She was almost afraid to ask, "Can I come back into our bedroom?"
"Yeah, I'll give you a hand moving your things back after dinner," he said. "Right now I'm going upstairs to change."
Jennifer watched the man she loved walk toward the stairs. Never could she remember being more relieved than she was at that moment, it was almost as if someone had just restarted her heart after it had been stopped for days. She didn't care what he said, she was still going to do everything in her power to make up for her secretive trip.
Later that night, as they lay in bed, Ken still wasn't sure he wanted to make love to Jen yet. He knew what she wanted. He could feel her body throbbing with desire as she put her arm around his chest and nuzzled into him.
"I love you," she whispered. "I love you so much."
Ken turned his head and looked into her eyes. "I love you too, Jen; I'm just not sure I'm ready..."
"Oh please, please, darling, I need you to make love to me. I need to feel your passion. I need to know we're okay again, please," she revealed as she leaned in and softly pressed her lips to his.
He felt her tongue dancing with his own. The softness of her breasts gently rubbed against his chest. He reached around and grabbed a handful of her hair and pressed harder, turning her soft, sensuous kiss into one of fervency and lust. Ken's body reacted, his penis grew hard. He gasped as his wife lightly ran her finger nails along its shaft from his balls to its crown.
She smiled as she looked into his eyes. "I love you so much," she confessed.
Ken rolled over on top of her. He knew all the right buttons to push. He knew all the sensitive little places that sent fiery shock waves through her body.
Within moments Jen was squirming and moaning under her man's manipulative tongue. Her finger nails dug into his back as he maneuvered his way down her torso until he could savor the sweet taste of her loving nectar.
Jen's body tensed, her first orgasm washed over her in waves, one running into the other. Her hips bucked uncontrollably to meet her husband's oral adorations. Just when she thought she could take no more Jen felt the stiff cock of the only man she ever loved entering her. She could feel his every stroke as her breathing quickened. Lost in ecstasy, Jen screamed as another climax grabbed her soul. From somewhere in the distance she heard the impassioned groans of her lover. She could feel his body tighten, he too was coming.
It was a night of passion, of rekindling what both were afraid they had lost. Finally Ken collapsed beside his wife and closed his eyes while trying to regain a normal breathing pattern. He felt his wife breathing just as hard as he was as she cuddled into him, her naked flesh pressing against his own.
The next day at work everyone, including Jack, noticed the change is ken's demeanor right away.
"By that shit eaten grin on you face, I'm guessing you patched things up with Jen."
"Yeah," Ken responded, "I took your advice, went home and made love to her. Thanks old buddy."
Jack smiled and slapped his friend on the back. "See, I am good for something," he joked. "You think she'll let you out of the house Saturday afternoon. I thought we'd go hit a couple baskets of balls, you need the practice."
"Oh I need the practice," he responded with a laugh, "Yeah, I'll meet you at the range at two, okay?"
"I'll be there," Jack replied.
For the rest of the week everything seemed to go Ken's way. At home Jen was more attentive than she'd ever been. He knew in spite of his words, she was trying to make up for things, but what the hell, who was he to deny her of that chance; besides he was liking it.
His good fortune also carried over to the work place. Out of nowhere a perspective client who he had been trying to land for two years, all of a sudden signed one of the biggest contracts he'd ever seen. It would be worth almost two million a year to the company and a bonus for him. By the time he pulled up for Sunday's round of golf, Ken felt almost invincible.
"Well, look who showed up; ready for another thrashing?" Tara joked with a big grin.
Already she's trying to get into my head, Ken thought. Well it won't work this week. "Young lady, I will have you begging for mercy before we're done with the front nine," he countered.
And that's exactly what happened. By the time they approached the tenth tee, at just two over par, Ken was four strokes ahead of Tara and eight strokes in front of Jack and Smitty. At the end of eighteen holes Ken was finding it hard not to gloat a little after thoroughly trouncing everyone with one of the best rounds of golf he'd ever played.
As they made their way to the lounge Tara announced that the beers were on her.
"I know when I'm out-classed," she said as they found a table. "I humbly bow to the golf guru," she said with her hands pressed together in mock praying fashion and a bow of her head.
Everyone laughed.
"Ken, that was one of the best rounds I've ever seen you play," said Jack. "After all the make-up sex I'm surprised you had the energy to hit the ball that far."
Ken cringed a little. This was exactly the reason he didn't like discussing his problems with anyone, it always became public knowledge.
"Jack, not everyone needs to know about my married life," he said with a little sharpness to his tone.
"Sorry," replied Jack sheepishly.
"So that's what it takes," interjected Tara. "Maybe that's what I should do, except since my divorce I don't have anyone to have make-up sex with."
The guys all looked at each other.
"Tara, you have to be kidding, with your looks and personality, I can't believe you don't have them knocking your door down," said Ken.
"Yeah, well..." she said with a slight laugh, "between putting in fifty to sixty hours at work each week and two small kids at home, I'm lucky I can get out for a round of golf on Sundays."
Smitty broke into the conversation. "Hell, the way you play I thought you spent all your time on the golf course. Where'd you learn to play like that?"
My ex is a pro, not tour quality, mind you, but he's the teaching pro at Seven Winds country club."
"Your ex is Tony Blakely?" Ken asked.
"Yeah, you know him?"
"Not well but I've taken several lessons from him."
"Thanks," replied Tara with a small smile. "You contributed to my divorce settlement."
That got a chuckle from all, then Ken changed the subject. "Has anyone heard anything about Arnie? I tried calling yesterday but didn't get any answer."
"I talked to Linda on Friday. He went in for an MRI and some blood tests last Thursday but they won't have the results until tomorrow," Jack reported.
"Damn," said Smitty rejoining the conversation. "No offense, Tara, but we four have been playing together for many years; I sure hope he can play next week.
"Yeah, me too," responded Ken.
Tara nodded her head showing her support of their comradery. "I understand guys." She held her glass out in salute. "Here's to Arnie, may he be here playing with you guys in good health next week."
"To Arnie," everyone said while clinking their glasses together.
***
The next day Jack wandered into Ken's office looking a little pale. Ken watched as he crossed the room and flopped down in his favorite chair. He just stared at the floor for a moment. Ken knew they were expecting news about their golf buddy and from the look on his friend's face, it wasn't going to be good.
"Arnie?" Ken asked.
Jack nodded his head. "It's cancer," he said. "Arnie has a cancerous cyst at the base of his spine. They're going to operate day after tomorrow then he'll have to go through chemo and radiation. Linda's beside herself. She could hardly even talk over the phone."
"What's his prognosis; is he going to make it?"
"I don't know," Jack replied. "Linda was so upset I didn't want to ask a lot of questions."
"Damn, what hospital is he in?"
"Ah, Statewide, I think." Jack re-ran the conversation with Arnie's wife through his head until he remembered for sure. "Yeah, Statewide; I'm going to go up there after work, want to join me?"
"Absolutely," responded Ken. "Did you call Smitty yet, he might want to meet us up there too."
"Good idea, I'll call him from my office. See you later," he said standing up and heading for the door. "Okay with you if I call Tara as well? I think it's pretty obvious that Arnie won't be playing anymore this year..."
"Yeah, that's fine," Ken replied obviously more concerned with his friend's health than who would be filling in for him." As soon as Jack left, Ken called his wife, explained the situation, and told her he'd be home late.
Seeing his buddies walk in the room put a smile on Arnie's face; the first one in days. Linda, his wife, was in the room and warmly greeted the golfing trio. For the next two hours they talked and joked, even Linda laughed a couple times. As it came time to leave, they all expressed their confidence that he would be up and around in no-time.
It was three days after the operation by the time they all got to see him again. He looked like hell and Ken wondered if he was going to make it through the night. His wife said the doctors gave him a good prognosis but it was going to be a long, tough road. Every one of the guys saw how Linda stood by her man. The love she had for him shined through the grief. He was a lucky guy.
The following Sunday Tara was officially offered a regular spot with the foursome, or at least until Arnie was able to rejoin them. Secretly they all wondered if he would ever be able to play again. Tara, although she hated the circumstances under which the proposal was made, was thrilled to accept it.
Over the next few weeks Tara became one of the guys and didn't miss a Sunday. They even teased her about playing in the upcoming cold weather. They were die-hards and played well into November or until the snow flew, whichever came first.
"They call it playing with blue balls," Jack joked, "you going to have the balls to join us when the temperature is in the thirties?"
"Jack I never miss an opportunity to beat your ass on the course, you know that," she said razzing him right back.
As time passed their friend wasn't gaining much ground. Several times the guys would all get together and go over to his house for a visit. It had been weeks since the operation, but due to the chemo and radiation treatments he was still too weak to go back to work.
When Ken went home after his last visit, he told Jen how bad Linda looked. "All this is taking a terrible toll on his wife."
Jen really didn't know Linda very well, they had only met a few times, but Arnie was definitely a good friend of her husband's and she thought she should do something.
"Honey, do you think she would accept some help? Maybe I can talk Marge into going over there with me and see if we can give her a hand with some of the shopping or maybe laundry, house work...something, anything that would free her up a little so she could spend more time with Arnie and maybe even get some rest."
"Honey I think that's a great idea. I'm sure Linda would welcome the help," he said while wrapping his arms around her and kissing her forehead.
She laid her head against his chest where she felt safe. She shuddered as her mind briefly wandered, putting herself in Linda's shoes. "I love you, you know that?" she asked.
Ken squeezed her a little tighter. "I know you do," he confirmed.
The next day, after making the bed, cleaning the house, and getting two steaks out to marinate, Jen called her friend.
"Hello," Marge answered.
"Hi, Marge, how are you?"
"Hey, girlfriend, I'm doing good, how about you; things finally getting back to normal?"
"Ah, to tell you the truth I'm not sure they'll ever be back to normal. He's trying but I hurt him bad. He tries to act like it doesn't bother him anymore but I can tell he's still struggling whenever he thinks about that weekend. Sometimes it feels like he's holding back; nothing major, just little things, like he'll go to say something then stops. Or, I'll see him just sitting and staring into space with a real solemn look on his face. When I ask him if something's wrong he'll say no then get up and go into another room. Sometimes he's just not as loving in the bedroom as he used to be either."
"Well hang in there, sweetie. You're right, he's been hurt and it's going to take time for him to forgive you completely, but it'll happen; just give him some space, that's all."



"God, I hope so, Marge, I'm doing everything I can. I make sure the house is spotless, I cook his favorite meals, and I haven't said no to anything in the bedroom. I'm trying so hard."
"I know you are, honey. Maybe you're trying a little too hard. Are you doing it out of love or out of guilt?"
Jen wasn't prepared for that question. She couldn't even respond at first.
After a moment of silence, Marge spoke again. "Jen?"
"Yeah, I'm here," she answered. "I just had to think for a minute. Both I guess. I...I don't know to tell you the truth. I do feel guilty, terribly guilty for hurting him like that."
"Uh huh," replied Marge. "Maybe that's the problem. Ken's not dumb. Maybe he can sense that you're doing all that out of guilt. Inwardly he probably figures why would you feel so guilty if you did nothing wrong."
"But I did do something wrong, I hurt my husband."
"Maybe you should sit down with him and tell him that's why you've been going out of your way to make things up to him, because you feel guilty over hurting him, not for what you did when you were away."
"You know you just might have something there. He told me not to go out of my way to try and make up for things; he told me but I didn't listen."
"I would stop trying so hard," continued Marge. "If you want things to go back to normal you have to start acting normal. I'm sure Ken loves all the special attention but I'll also bet it's a constant reminder. I really think you should just relax and let things go back the way they were before your little weekend excursion."
Jen thought about what her friend said. It sounded like good advice. "You're right, Marge. That makes a lot of sense, thanks. Starting tonight I'm going to stop trying so hard to make things up to him and just be myself again." She was about to change the subject to some neighborhood gossip when she remembered the reason she called. "Oh, Marge, do you know Linda Baskin? Her husband, Arnie, plays golf with Ken and Jack."
"Actually I only met her twice," Marge responded. "I'm sure you know Arnie has cancer. Man that's got to be tough."
"Yeah, that's why I was calling. Ken's pretty shaken up over it. He says Linda could really use some help around the house; you know, cleaning, laundry, shopping, things like that. I was thinking..."
"That we could go over and help her out?" Marge interjected.
"Yeah...what do you think?"
"Absolutely, I think it's a great idea; maybe what's-her-name, Smitty's wife would want to join us also."
"Ah, yeah what is her name," Jen said pondering. "Ah, Darlene I think."
"Yeah I think you're right. Funny, Jack hardly ever mentions Smitty anymore. All I ever hear about is Tara. If I didn't know better I'd swear he was screwing her."
"Marge, that's a terrible thing to say. You should be ashamed of yourself. You know damn well Jack would never cheat on you."
"Oh I know but every damn week when he comes home it's Tara this and Tara that..."
"Every week?" Jen asked expressing a little shock. "You mean she plays with them every week?"
"Yeah, you didn't know that? She's taking Arnie's place until he's able to play again; Ken didn't tell you?"
"No...well I knew she filled in a couple times but I didn't know it was an ongoing thing."
"Yeah, she's been playing with the guys all summer."
"Have you ever seen her? Is she pretty?" Jen's curiosity was piqued.
"Yes and yes. I saw her briefly when my car is in the shop and I had to drop Jack off at the course last month. She was standing over by the driving range talking to Ken. She has long blond hair and a body that won't quit...pretty face too. Jack said she learned to play golf from her ex-husband; I guess he's a pro. He gives lessons at one of the courses around here somewhere. Anyway, I have to get going, honey. Jack will be coming home soon and I don't even have dinner started yet. Did you want to see if Darlene wants to help us or keep it just you and me?"
Jen's mind was wandering and didn't catch the last part of her friend's question right away. "Huh...oh, ah no, I think we should see if she wants to help. The more the merrier," Jen replied. "I'll see if I can get their number from Ken tonight. I'll call her tomorrow and see what she says."
The girls said their goodbyes and hung up. Without even realizing it, Jen was about to get a taste of what her husband went through. She went into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee then sat down at the table to mull over some of the things her friend had said about Tara.
Hmmmm, so she has an ex, huh. I wonder why Ken hasn't told me about her, she asked herself. She fought against any thoughts of infidelity but she couldn't help feeling a small knot slowly forming in the pit of her stomach.
Ken would never cheat on me...then again...if he thought I cheated on him...no, he'd never do that. She tried pushing any notions of her husband with another woman from her mind and chastised herself for even considering such a thing...even for a moment.
She took another sip of coffee and thought back over the last couple of nights when her husband was not in the mood to have sex; how often has that happened in our eight-and-a-half years of marriage, she asked herself; and he's been awfully quiet lately. Maybe I've been wrong about those far away looks I've seen on his face. Maybe he wasn't thinking about that weekend at all; he was thinking about her...his slut girlfriend!
"Stop! Stop it right now," she yelled to herself out loud. "What the hell are you doing? There's absolutely no reason to think he's having an affair. Stop thinking like that!"
Jen did her best to occupy her mind with other thoughts but it wasn't that easy.
Later, as she and Ken sat eating dinner, she couldn't help but bring up the subject.
"I called Marge about going over to Linda and Arnie's and helping out; she's all for it."
"Good, I think that's great, honey. I know you and Marge don't really know them very well so I think that's extremely generous of your guys," he said with a smile.
"Well, you've been playing golf with Arnie for several years, maybe it's time I got to know them better. We thought we'd call Darlene and see if she'd like to go too."
Ken's brow wrinkled. "Darlene? Who's Darlene?"
"Smitty's wife, isn't that her name?"
"Marlene, her name is Marlene. That's okay," he chuckled, "you were close."
"Well I knew it was some kind of, 'lene,'" she said joking back. Do you have their number, I'd like to call her tomorrow and see if she's interested in going with."
"Yeah, sure, it's in my address book on the computer. Their last name is Dennison."
"Okay," Jen replied. It's now or never, she thought. "Marge told me that woman, Tara, has been playing every week with you guys. How come you never told me about her?"
"What's there to tell? She's been filling in for Arnie. I'm pretty sure I did tell you."
"A while back you mentioned that the pro shop stuck you with a woman but you never said she played every week with you guys. Marge said she's very pretty."
Ken looked closer at this wife. He immediately recognized the look on her face. It was easy to spot; it was the same pain and uncertainty he saw in the mirror not so long ago. Instantly he wondered how he should play it. Should he string her along, teach her a lesson? Almost as quickly as he thought about it he decided against it. It would be petty.
"Yes, honey, Tara is very pretty. She also works long hours and has two small kids. She can barely find the time to play every Sunday, so if you're wondering if she and I have anything more in common than eighteen holes of golf once a week, the answer is no."
"Oh honey, you know better than that. The thought never crossed my mind," she said not too convincingly.
"Ah-huh, sure," responded Ken.
It was mid-November when old man winter caught Chicago in its grip. The first good snowfall put an end to golf for the next four or five months. By the time the holidays came, Jen's mysterious weekend was a distant memory. She took her friend's advice and stopped trying so hard to be the perfect wife but never let a day go by without reminding her husband of her love.
In February a cold snap hit the Midwest. Ken was still trying to warm up after returning from lunch when he heard his secretary's voice over the intercom.
"Ken, Mr. Spitzer wants to see you."
"Okay, Betty, thanks."
Mr. Spitzer was the executive vice president of corporate sales and his boss, a nice guy but all business. Ken saw an uncharacteristic smile on his face as he was shown into the big man's office. "Have a seat, Ken," he said broadening his smile even more.
Ken sat in one of the plush, leather chairs in front of the large oak desk.
"Ken, I don't know if you're aware of it but you're having a hell-of-a-year so far. You've already earned your quarterly bonus and it's only February."
"Thanks, Mr. Spitzer, I wasn't aware of that," he humbly replied.
"Well the firm would like to show its appreciation. I know you're an avid golfer and seeing there's six inches of snow on the ground around here, I've arranged a little vacation for you at the company's expense," he said sliding an envelope across his desk.
Ken opened the envelope and looked in astonishment at its contents. "Oh wow!" he exclaimed, "a golf junket to Hilton Head."
"Yup, all expenses paid for you and three guests. I figured one of those guests would be Jack and since it's a three day weekend thing I've arranged for both you and him to take a Friday off. Just let me know what weekend you're going."
Ken thanked his boss profusely. As soon as he returned to his own office he called Jack in to give him the good news.
"Okay," Jack said eagerly, "we gotta call Smitty and see when he can get a Friday off."
As Ken reached for his cell phone Jack brought his hand to his chin. "Who else?" he asked rhetorically. "There's no way Arnie can make a trip like that yet, I guess we should ask Tara; what do you think?"
"Yeah, I guess, although she works such long hours I doubt she'll be able to make it," Ken responded while still holding the phone.
"Yeah but I still think we should call her."
Ken hit Smitty's work number and told him about the junket. Much to their disappointment, Smitty said there was no way he could go. Neither Ken nor Jack could believe he would pass up the opportunity but he had no vacation time or sick days available until later in the year and he couldn't afford to take a day off without pay.
"Besides," he told them, "we'd still have some expenses; this close after Christmas...I just can't afford it. If I went home and told Marlene I was taking time off to go play golf for three days she'd kill me. Sorry guys."
"Shit," Jack said after Ken disconnected, "now what?"
Ken started scrolling through his phone contacts. "Well I'm going to call Tara. We might as well see if she can go, and if she can't I guess it'll just be the two of us old buddy."
When she picked up the phone, Tara was surprised to hear Ken's voice. They hadn't spoken in almost three months and she really didn't expect to hear from him for another month, at least. When he told her about the trip she jumped at it. Unlike Smitty, she had a bunch of sick days piled up. She was pretty sure her ex would love to have the kids for a long weekend, but if he balked her parents would baby sit. When Ken told her Smitty couldn't make it and it would be just the three of them, she had a suggestion.
"Ken, would you mind playing with two women?" she asked.
"Ah, well it depends. Who's the other woman and can she play?"
"It's my sister, Laura. She lives in Atlanta and yes, she can play almost as well as me. I'd have to call her and make sure she could go but she's a big shot where she works; I'm pretty sure she can take the time off. The only problem is she has two kids and a husband. Let me give her a call real quick and see if she could go."
"Hold on, Tara, let me run it by Jack first," replied ken. He held his hand over the phone while he asked his friend if he had any objections.
"How come every time we need a fourth guy it turns out to be a woman?" Jack remarked.
"I don't know, just lucky I guess," Ken quipped back.
"Yeah, well if Tara's sister looks anything like her then by all means, let's invite her."
Ken chuckled before lifting his hand from the phone then told Tara to go ahead and call her sister. About an hour later Tara called back, it was all set. Her sister would meet them at Hilton Head.
Ken was almost walking on air when he went home that night, but when she heard the news, Jen was a little less enthusiastic.
"You're going out of town for three days with Tara?"
"Yeah," he replied innocently, "her sister's going to meet us there."
"Her sister, just when did all this happen? Who the hell is her sister? You've never even mentioned her at all."
"That's because I've never met her, she lives in Atlanta."
"Let me get this straight, you and Jack are going to be spending three days and nights alone with Tara and her sister in some resort hotel...over my dead body," she stated angrily. "You're nuts if you think I'm going to sit at home while you go gallivanting off with your girlfriend for..."
"Enough!" Ken said raising his voice and stopping his wife's rant dead in its tracks. "I don't want to hear another word about it. Tara is not my girlfriend. Where in the hell are you coming up with this crap? We're going out there to play golf, not fuck around."
Jen saw his face turning red with anger.
"You went away for a weekend and wouldn't tell me where you were going, what you'd be doing, or who you were doing it with. I had to deal with it then so you can deal with this now."
"That was different, you said I could go."
"You didn't give me much choice, did you? If you remember, when I asked if you'd still go if I said no, you weren't sure if you would or wouldn't. You said you would be terribly disappointed with my lack of trust in you. Well how the hell do you think I feel? I have never so much as looked at another woman. I have no idea where all this mistrust is coming from but it better stop...and I mean right now or we're going to have some very rough times ahead of us. With that Ken left his stunned wife to go shower and change clothes.
Tears instantly clouded her eyes as Jen plopped down in one of the kitchen chairs. Damn, she thought, he's still mad. I wish I had never gone on that stupid weekend. I almost destroyed my marriage and now it's coming back to bite me in the ass again. I really thought he'd pretty much forgotten all about it, but obviously that's not the case. It was the first thing he threw at me.
The rest of the evening was quiet. Jen was pissed, but not so much at Ken, she was pissed at herself. She was taken by surprise when Ken told her of the trip. In the heat of the moment she practically accused him of going off to have an affair. Dumb, dumb, dumb, she chastised herself silently. In her heart she knew Ken wouldn't cheat on her yet she just couldn't shake her anxiety. Later, as they lay in bed Jen wanted to apologize.
"I'm sorry, honey. I know you wouldn't cheat, I know that, it's...it's just that I know how pretty she is and...well, just the thought of you and her in the same hotel for all those nights; there's just so much temptation..."
"Jen, where is all this coming from? I've been on trips before and you've never worried about me having an affair...at least you never said anything."
"I know, I know, it's...I don't know. Honestly, I don't know. I just have a bad feeling. Marge says she's real pretty and..."
"Jen, there's a lot of pretty women out there, some are even prettier than you; but you're my wife. You're the only woman I love, the only woman I want...in or out of bed."
"Oh honey," she reached around his chin and gently pulled his face around to meet hers. She touched her lips to his and ever-so-tenderly held them there until slowly pulling apart. "I love you so much," she whispered.
Ken put his arm around her. She snuggled into his strong frame and silently slipped away into dreamland.
The next day Jen tried not to dwell on thoughts of her husband alone with two beautiful women and had almost pushed it from her mind until the phone rang.
"Hi honey," greeted Marge. "So did you hear about the boy's big weekend golf trip? You must be awful proud of your man, he's doing something right, I wish he'd let Jack in on his secret."
"Oh yeah," replied Jen, "I heard all about it." She thought for a second about what her friend just said. "What do you mean I should be proud of him; for what? What secret?"
"Didn't he tell you? This whole golf trip thing is like a second bonus. Ken has already surpassed his quarterly quota. Jack says he's their top salesman for corporate accounts."
"No, he didn't even mention that. All he said was he, Jack, and that Tara were going to meet her sister for a three day weekend to go play golf. After that we...we kind of got into it. I, ah...I kind of expressed some concerns and he got pissed. He brought up that stupid weekend again. I thought he was over that but evidently not."
"What do you mean, you got into it. What concerns, what are you talking about?"
"What am I...Marge, your husband and my husband are going to spend a long weekend in a luxury hotel with two beautiful women...that doesn't concern you?"
"Well when you put it like that," Marge said with a chuckle in her voice. "No, I'm not concerned, not at all. I swear, Jen, you've been paranoid ever since you went on that crazy trip. First Ken thinks you were cheating and now you think he's cheating; what the hell is going on with you two?"
"I...I don't know, Marge. You're right, I am paranoid. I can't help it; I'm worried sick. I think Ken still has his doubts about me sleeping with another man on that trip and I'm afraid he might do something stupid out of revenge."
"Jeez, Jen, listen to yourself. Stop! Ken's not like that, he's not about to do anything stupid with anyone. You know better than that, I know you do. He didn't plan this you know, it was given to him. It was Jack's idea to call Tara, then Smitty said he couldn't go; that's when Tara asked if her sister could join them. It's not like Ken had any of this prearranged, the whole thing was put together on the spur of the moment. You should be proud of him, not accusing him."
Jen sat while silently pondering her friend's words. She knew she was being irrational but she just couldn't ignore the bad feeling in her gut.
"Listen," Marge continued, "why don't we go out to a movie Saturday night, it'll take your mind off things for awhile."
"Thanks, Marge, that's a great idea. Call me in the afternoon and we'll figure out what to see."
As they said their goodbyes, Jen was determined to stop all her foolishness, take her friend's advice, and treat her man with the love and respect he deserved.
When Ken walked in that night Jen had a candle light dinner waiting for him. A good bottle of wine, a delicious meal, and a loving wife can do wonders for a man's disposition.
After she cleared the table Ken tried to help her with the dishes but she would have none of it.
"You go relax," she told him, "I'll be out in a few minutes."
Ken almost felt guilty sitting in the den searching for something to watch on TV as his wife was clanging dishes in the kitchen.
True to her word though, she was soon done and was cuddled up alongside him. He put his arm around her and pulled her tighter into his side. Almost unperceptively Jen reached over and started to unbutton his shirt. She had the first three undone before he even realized what was going on.
"What are you doing?" he asked as if he didn't know.
"Well, I'm not going to see you all weekend," she responded in her sexiest voice. "I'm going to need a little something to hold me over."



"Ah, a "little something"; is that a dig," he joked.
"Ken," she said faking anger and punching him in the arm. "You know better than that."
"Well my little something is getting bigger just thinking about it."
"Oooh," she cooed, "You're not kidding," she said sliding her hand down and into his pants. "What do say we go upstairs and put your, "big something" to good use."
Ken hit the off button on the TV remote, took his wife by the hand, and led the way.
The next morning Jen got up extra early and had toast and fresh coffee waiting as Ken prepared for his trip.
"All packed?" she asked escorting him to the door.
"Yup, I've got everything I need. I'll be back late Sunday night. I think our plane gets into O'Hare around eight-thirty. By the time I get my bags and get out of there it'll probably be almost ten by the time I get home."
Jen forced a smile. "You have a good time," she told him while helping with the buttons on his coat.
"I will," he said with a smile.
Everything was fine but again she just couldn't leave well-enough alone and her anxiety resurfaced. "Just don't have too good of a time. You be good, buster; remember who you're coming home to," she said almost as if she was forewarning him.
As soon as she said it, she wished she hadn't. The smile quickly left Ken's face. She could look right into his soul through his eyes and see the anger and disappointment. His goodbye kiss didn't exactly inspire passion. He walked out the door without saying another word and she watched nervously as Ken put his luggage and clubs into the back of his car. Jen could see daylight breaking over the horizon as he took off heading for the airport.
***
"Hey, there he is," Ken heard a familiar female voice say as he approached the departure gate, "The hero of the hour."
Ken looked over and saw Tara already sitting next to Jack. She jumped up and gave him a friendly kiss on the cheek. "I'm so excited, I've never been to Hilton Head before; have you?"
"Never," responded Ken.
"I was there once," volunteered Jack, "but that was many years ago."
The three sat and talked until they were called to board. Since the plane was only half full they were all able to sit together. Tara got dibs on the window seat. About midway through the flight Tara remembered something she wanted to ask her two friends.
"Hey guys, you know where I can get a good deal on a new cellphone?"
Jack and Ken looked at one another and laughed.
Ken looked back at Tara. "You're kidding, right? You do know we both work in telecommunications, right? What's wrong with the phone you've got?"
"The damn disconnect button keeps sticking on me. The other day I tried calling a girlfriend of mine. When her phone went to voicemail I tried to hang up but the fricken thing wouldn't work. I kept hitting the stupid button but it wouldn't disconnect. The voicemail just kept going on and on. I finally just stuck the damn thing back in my purse. I have no idea how long it stayed connected. It's happened three or four more times since then too."
"Well don't worry, when we get back to Chicago we'll set you up with new phone at a fraction of what it would cost you in a store," Ken told her.
Tara smiled, "Thanks, guys. I knew I could count on you."
The rest of the flight was filled with small talk, mostly about golf. When they landed Ken went over, got the rental car that was reserved by his employer, picked Tara and Jack up at arrivals, and was soon headed toward their hotel.
The weather was a balmy sixty-eight degrees, a lot different than the thirty-something degrees they left back in Chicago. They checked in, one room for Jack and Ken, and another for Tara and her sister, Laura. They had about two hours before Ken and Tara had to go back to the airport to pick up the remaining member of their foursome, so they all met in the restaurant for breakfast.
"When is our first tee-off?" Tara asked.
"One- thirteen," Ken responded. "I hope Laura's plane isn't late," he added, "it's going to be tight as it is."
They called when they got back to the room and was happy to hear Laura's flight was right on time. As soon as Ken saw her walking in from the loading gate he knew who she was. Laura was most undoubtedly Tara's sister. They both screamed like little girls when they saw one another. Tara held out her arms as they approached each other. As her sister got closer, Laura dropped her overnight bag at her feet in preparation for their embrace. Such a display of sisterly love had collected several chuckling on-lookers.
After finally breaking their clinch, Tara turned to see Ken standing behind her.
"Laura, this is Ken, the guy I was telling you about. Ken, this is my sister, Laura."
"I'm not sure what she told you," he said with an easy smile and an outstretched hand, "but don't believe a word of it."
"Oh, so you're not Tiger Woods, Arnold Palmer, and Jack Nickolas all rolled into one," she said smiling back.
"Not hardly," he chuckled.
"Well it's good to meet you anyway, Ken. This is the only luggage I have but we'll have to go to baggage claim to get my clubs."
When Laura pointed out her golf bag sliding down the carousel, Ken grabbed them, hoisted her clubs over his shoulder, and they were off for three days of frolicking on lush, green fairways.
"I told you he was good," Tara told her sister as they all sat down to order a beer and count up the scores.
"Yeah, you weren't kidding. What'd you shoot, Ken?"
"Ah, an eighty-four," he said modestly. "You didn't do too bad yourself; you shot a ninety-three, not bad at all. Tara, you and Jack tied with a ninety one. Laura, you shoot a lot like your sister."
"That figures," interjected Tara. "We both learned from the same guy."
"I thought you learned from your ex?" Jack inquired.
"I did, we both did," responded Tara.
"Now wait a minute, I know Tony's a pretty good teacher but he's not worth flying from Atlanta to Chicago for a lesson."
The two ladies chuckled. "No, I lived in Chicago my whole life," Laura said. "Until last year we lived only a few blocks from each other. The next best thing to having a professional golfer as a husband is having him as a brother-in-law...free lessons. Until..."
She stopped in mid-sentence realizing that they were talking about her sister's ex-husband. She remembered the pain Tara had gone through during the divorce.
"Oh, I'm sorry," she said reaching over and taking her sister's hand. "I didn't mean..."
"It's okay," interrupted Tara. "I've learned to live without him." She looked at Jack and Ken. "Since the divorce I pretty much forbid anyone from talking about him when I was around. You see as our relationship slowly sunk in the west, he had a new one springing up in the east. I got sick one day at work and went home early; I walked right in on them."
"Damn, what a shock. What'd you do?" Jack asked.
"I divorced him, silly."
"Well, yeah but I mean..."
Ken saw that Jack was about to put his foot in his mouth and headed him off. "Damn, that had to be rough, Tara."
She just shrugged her shoulders. "It was. I was infatuated when I first met him. He was exciting and so full of piss and vinegar. He was going to join the tour and go head to head with the greats. Unfortunately, after three tries he couldn't get past Q-school. It really took it out of him when he finally accepted the teaching position at Seven Winds. He seemed to lose interest in everything...including me."
"I'm sorry," ken sympathized again.
"Me too," echoed Jack.
"Well, it was a long time ago."
It was obvious Tara didn't want to talk anymore about her divorce so Ken directed the conversation back to Laura. "So what made you move to Atlanta?"
"I work for Guy's and Doll's, clothing chain. I was a store manager for our down town Chicago store out there. Last year I got an offer to work as a regional manager, the only hitch was that I'd be headquartered in Atlanta."
"What about your husband?" Jack asked. "What'd he do, just pack up and quit his job?"
"My husband works as a time management consultant. He goes around to large corporations and shows them how they can improve their bottom line by streamlining things. He works from the house when he's home but he travels a lot so it doesn't make much difference to him where we live."
"Tara tells us you have kids," interjected Jack.
"Ah yes," she answered reaching for her purse, "they are the light of my life." Laura pulled out her wallet and flipped to the section holding some glassine protected pictures. Visibly beaming with pride, she presented her children one by one in living color.
"You have a beautiful family," Jack told her while reaching for his own wallet. "Here's my brood," he joked.
Tara was next, then both ladies looked at Ken. Jack knew the story and tried to divert the conversation away from its present subject and back to golf so his buddy wouldn't have to go into some painful memories but Laura didn't catch on.
"What about you, Ken...kids?"
He thought about just shaking his head no and moving on but like Tara's divorce, it was a long time ago and it no longer hurt so badly. "No, my wife, Jennifer got pregnant just after our second anniversary but she miscarried after seven months. She went into a deep depression for about a year afterward. We both went to grief counseling and eventually learned to live with it but Jen won't try again. She's been on birth control ever since."
Both women were stunned. "Oh Ken, I'm so sorry," they said, almost in unison.
"Thanks," he replied. "You never really get over something like that, you just learn to live with it." Suddenly his voice perked up as he reached for his wallet. "I do have a picture of my wife, though."
'Oh she's beautiful," commented Tara as she took the picture for a closer look.
"Can I see?" asked Laura.
Tara passed the picture on. Only Tara noticed the change in her sister's facial expression. Ever since they were kids, Laura's mouth would draw tight when she was under stress. It was very subtle but Tara could always spot it.
"Yes," Laura said quickly handing the photo back to Ken, "she's very pretty."
The next morning they all met for breakfast before their morning tee-off. They had one round scheduled for seven-twenty in the morning and another for two-twelve in the afternoon. The following day was Sunday. They had one round in the late morning then they had to check out and catch their plane back to snowy Chicago...except for Laura, of course, who would be returning to her husband and kids in Atlanta.
Ever since Friday afternoon, while they were all talking about their families, Tara had notice her sister's reserved mood. She asked her about it that night but Laura insisted she was just tired from the trip then playing a round of golf so soon after getting off the plane.
Tara accepted her explanation then but it was a new day, and after a full night's sleep she was still acting strange. Tara was determined to get to the bottom of her sister's puzzling behavior but knew she wouldn't get a chance to talk to her again until later in the evening; they had a full day in front of them.
***
About the same time Ken and crew were getting ready for their second round of golf for the day, Jen's phone was ringing back in Chicago. She wiped her eyes with a tissue and tried to sound normal as she answered. "Hello."
"Hey, girlfriend," greeted a cheery Marge. "So, did you figure out what movie you want to see tonight?"
"Oh, Marge, I'm sorry, I haven't even looked."
It was soon obvious that the attempt to disguise her anguish was in vain. "Jen, are you crying?"
"Marge, I...I can't help it. Ken and I...he hasn't even called to tell me he got there safely," she sobbed. "I...I think I'm losing him, Marge. Oh God, what have I done..."
"Losing him...Jen, what the hell... what do you mean, what have you done? What's happened?"
Continued...
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About the same time Ken and crew were getting ready for their second round of golf for the day, Jen's phone was ringing back in Chicago. She wiped her eyes with a tissue and tried to sound normal as she answered. "Hello."
"Hey, girlfriend," greeted a cheery Marge. "So, did you figure out what movie you want to see tonight?"
"Oh, Marge, I'm sorry, I haven't even looked."
It was soon obvious that the attempt to disguise her anguish was in vain. "Jen, are you crying?"
"Marge, I...I can't help it. Ken and I...he hasn't even called to tell me he got there safely," she sobbed. "I...I think I'm losing him, Marge. Oh God, what have I done..."
"Losing him...Jen, what the hell... what do you mean, what have you done? What's happened?"
"Marge, I've done something awful," she cried.
"Jen, put on a pot of coffee and try to pull yourself together, I'll be over in twenty minutes and you can tell me what this is all about."
"Okay," she sniffled before hanging up.
***
Tara and Laura sat on the balcony of their hotel room. It had been an action packed day with thirty-six holes of golf and dinner with Jack and Ken afterward. Now it was time to sit back, relax with glass of wine, and catch up on some sibling gossip, but what was even more important to Tara was finding out why Laura had been acting strange every time she was around Ken.
"Okay, sis, spill it. What's going on? I saw the way you looked at the picture of Ken's wife yesterday and you've been acting bizarre all day today, especially when Ken is around. Do you know his wife or something?"
"If I tell you, you have to promise you'll never breathe a word of what I say to another living soul...I mean it, Tara; you can't say anything to anyone...ever! Promise?"
"Yes, of course...I promise."
Laura looked down and stared into her glass of wine. Just as she started to speak the phone rang.
"SHIT! Hold that thought." Tara put her cell to her ear. "Hello."
"Hi, Tara, it's Ken."
As soon as Tara knew who was on the other end she turned on the speaker and set the phone down on the little table between her and her sister.
"Hey, Ken, what's up?"
"Hi Ken," interjected Laura with a slight hesitation in her voice.
"Ladies," he said addressing them both. "I was going over our schedule for tomorrow and we're all going to have some free time before we have to leave, so I was wondering if you ladies would like to have one last dinner before we all go home. I've been hearing about this little bistro that's not far from here and I thought we could stop there on the way to the airport...what do you say? From what I hear the place is usually packed and I'll have to make reservations now if you want to go."
Tara looked over at her sister. With a nod of her head Laura okay'd the future plans.
"Yeah, Ken, that's sounds like fun," Tara responded.
"Count me in," chimed in Laura.
"Okay, I'll call and make the reservations. We'll see you guys for breakfast tomorrow morning about eight-thirty, that'll give us plenty of time before we have to be on the first tee."
"Okay, Ken, we'll see you then."
They said goodbye and Tara reached over and disconnected the call.
"That Ken's a nice guy isn't he," commented Laura.
"Yeah, I'm really going to miss playing with those guys but at the same time I hope their friend will be able to make it next year. We were talking about him on the plane; they said he's getting stronger and they were pretty sure he'd be able to join them again this summer. But enough of that, you were about to tell me why you've been acting so weird lately."
"I slept with his wife," mumbled Laura in a voice indicative of her shame.
"Wha...what? What do mean you slept with...with whose wife?"
"With Ken's wife, Jennifer."
"Hold on, this makes no sense at all. How could you sleep with his wife...when?"
"Just before I left Chicago. Bill and the kids were already in Atlanta but I had to stay behind for a week while I finished training my replacement. The company put me up at Water Tower Place, remember?"
Tara nodded her head but still couldn't quite grasp what her sister was saying.
"Anyway, I was down stairs in one of the restaurants eating lunch one day when Jennifer came over to my table. She'd recognized me. I dated her brother in high school. I couldn't believe she remembered me. I recalled Jerry having a sister but I sure couldn't have told you what she looked like. I asked how Jerry was doing and we got talking so I asked her to have a seat. She told me how much she admired me back then. She said she thought I was the most beautiful girl she'd ever seen. Hell, imagine how flattered I was. I asked if she'd had lunch. When she said no I told her I had an expense account and lunch was on me. After she ordered we talked some more."
"Laura, that doesn't explain how you could..."
"Tara, remember how mixed up I was in high school? For a while I thought I was a lesbian, but I also liked boys, so then I thought I could go either way. I really liked Jerry. He was tall and good looking, he had an easy way about him, and a confidence you just didn't find in eighteen year old guys. We did everything together for about six months. Then someone told him I was a lesbian. He confronted me about it and when I admitted to sleeping with a couple girls at school he got pissed and dumped me saying he wasn't going to date a lesbo. It broke my heart at the time."
"You know, I think I remember that now, although I'm not sure I knew why he dumped you but I do remember how crushed you were."
"Yeah," she said with a trace of lingering emotion, "it made me drop boys altogether for a while. That didn't last long though, and after dating a couple more guys, I decided I liked them better than girls. By the time I met Bill I had no desire to ever sleep with another woman, and that's the way it's been until...well, until I ran in to Jennifer."
Laura took a sip of wine and paused for a moment, looking out into the darkness before continuing.
"She told me she was jealous of her brother the whole time we were dating. When Jerry told her why he dropped me she admitted to developing this fantasy about us being lovers. She told me she would lay in bed and dream of her and me kissing. She didn't come out and say it, but the way she was talking I know she masturbated at the thought of us together. Of course she had never actually slept with a woman and really had no desire to; it was just me, her fantasy was just about her and me."
Tara couldn't remember the last time she was so angry with her sister. "Laura, I can't tell you how disappointed I am. Not only did you take advantage of Ken's wife, but you cheated on Bill. Did you forget how devastated I was when I caught Tony...? Hell, Laura, you were the one that held my hand through it all. How could you...?"
"I know, I know, I'm not proud of it, believe me. It was...I don't know...I started to remember what it was like to make love to a woman and something inside me just snapped. I don't know what came over me but I got turned on something fierce while listening to her talk. I hadn't had a lesbian thought since high school but suddenly all I wanted to do was lick her pussy until she had this mind shattering orgasm."
Laura was getting emotional. Tears fell freely down her cheeks. "I thought, just one more time. What the hell, the situation was perfect. My family was seven hundred miles away. No one would ever know."
"Did you know she was married?"
Laura slowly nodded her head. "Yeah, I looked and saw her rings, but..."
"Damn, Laura, I...I can't believe this..."
"I know, I know," managed Laura between sobs.
"Hold on," Tara told her. She stood, opened the glass sliding door to their room, and reached in to grab her purse from the desk. "Here," she said handing Laura a tissue.
"Thanks." Laura wiped more tears from her face.
"So who actually initiated your little tryst, you or her?"
"I did. I think she was shocked by my proposal...at least at first. I told her I was only going to be in town until that Sunday; then I'd be gone and she'd never see or hear from me again. I told her it was her one and only chance to actually realize her fantasy. She was terrified her husband would find out but I told her that was impossible. All she had to do was come up with a good explanation, some reason for having to go away for a couple days, something he'd believe, a sick friend or something like that. If she could come up with a convincing excuse there was no way he'd ever find out. It'd be a onetime deal, no hang ups, no emotional ties, no nothing. I'd be gone and she would have lived her childhood fantasy. I could see she was actually considering it so I ask for her phone number and told her to go home and think about it. I said I'd call her the next day. I knew I had her as soon as she gave me the number."
Just then both women were taken by surprise...BITCH! At first neither knew from where the angry voice came.
"Oh my God," screamed Tara as she abruptly remembered that her phone didn't always disconnect when she hit the button. "Ken, is that you? Ken!"
She looked into the terrified face of her sister. "Ken? You mean he heard us; he heard everything I said?"
"I think so," Tara replied.
"Oh my God. Tara what'll I do? Oh God, I'm so sorry. I...I..."
***
Unknown to anyone at Hilton Head, a little earlier in the day Jen had confessed the entire story to, Marge. She had become so emotional while explaining everything that Marge didn't want to leave her home alone. Going to the movies as they had previously planned, was definitely out of the question so Marge convinced her friend to go home with her.
After dinner the kids migrated to the living room to watch TV which gave Marge and Jen a chance to sit in the kitchen with a cup of coffee and talk. Jen was still pouring her heart out when Marge's cell rang.
"Oh it's Jack, hold on a minute, Jen," she said, connecting the call. "Hi, honey."
Marge's face quickly contorted from a big smile to an expression of shock as her husband spoke on the other end. "What! Why? Oh my God...no?"
Seeing the stress in her friend's face Jen was going to excuse herself so as not to listen in on a private conversation but Marge motioned for her to sit back down. She wondered what was going on while Marge listened to her husband with a worried look.
"Well couldn't you calm him down? How did he...yes, I'm afraid it's true...No, I didn't know anything about it until this morning."
Suddenly it was Jen who had the worried look on her face. "What; what happened?" she blurted out.
Marge looked like she had just lost her best friend. She covered the phone for a second. "I'm afraid it's bad news, honey; hold on while I find out as much as I can."
She put the phone back to her ear and listened to her husband on the other end.
"Oh shit...no, I didn't just swear in front of the kids, they're in the living room. She's here...ah, well she was worried that Ken was going to cheat on her this weekend...Because...no, I think it was her own guilt talking. Ever since she got back from her mysterious weekend that time, she's been a little paranoid. You guys going on this trip kind of brought it to a head. When I asked her why she was so jealous of Tara, she admitted everything. She was so upset I had her come home with me."
Jen didn't need to hear what Jack was saying to know the unthinkable had happened...Somehow Ken knew, but that can't be right, how could he have found out?
"Well can't you stop him? Talk to him, get him to..." She looked over at Jen and slowly shook her head. "Alright, honey...Okay, if by any chance he comes back, please let me know...Okay...I love you too, honey, bye."
Marge looked at her friend sitting across the table. Jen looked terrified, like her whole world just ended. Tracks of tears were already staining her cheeks but she still held on to a sliver of hope; hope that somehow she misinterpreted the one sided conversation. After all, Ken was hundreds of miles away, how could he have possibly discovered her secret from there? Just as Jen had completed that final thought, her friend destroyed her last shred of optimism.
"I guess you figured out what that was all about, Ken knows," Marge said in a soft, pitying voice.
Jen broke down in tears. It was beyond comprehension, how could it be true?
"How, how did he find out?" she cried.
"I don't know, honey. Jack said he came bursting into their room ranting about you cheating on him. He said he never saw Ken so mad before. He tried to calm him down and find out what was going on but he said Ken was way beyond talking to. He threw his clothes in his bag, asked Jack to take care of his clubs, and took off."
"Took off: where?"
"I'm not sure, but I would guess he's coming home, at least that's what Jack thinks."
"Home: he's coming home...tonight?"
"I would imagine, if he can. His ticket was for tomorrow so Jack didn't know if he'd be able to get a return flight tonight or not. With any luck he'll have to go back to the hotel and Jack will have a chance to talk to him before you two see each other."
Jen was now visibly trembling. "This has to be a mistake," she sobbed. "How could he possibly know?"
"Honey, I don't know but I don't think it's a mistake. Jack told me Ken said he knew what you did on that weekend last year."
"No, no," she cried shaking her head in disbelief. "What...what'll I do, Marge? I...I...should I go home?"
"Honey, I wish I knew what to tell you. You don't think he'd physically hurt you, do you?"
"No, no; he wouldn't hurt me like that, no matter how angry he was, but...I...I don't think I can face him."
"Jen, you're going to have to sooner or later; it might as well be sooner."
With tears still dripping down her face, Jen just stared into space without saying a word. She was finding it hard to breathe and her heart felt like it would burst. In her mind she was already wondering how she would survive in the cold, dark world without Ken to love and protect her.
"Jen, listen, if he does make it back tonight maybe he'll at least cool off in the plane. Maybe he'll sit and listen to you. You can tell him what you told me. Tell him how sorry you are."
The initial shock was starting to wear off. Jen was thinking more clearly. "I don't think he's going to listen to me, Marge; not yet anyway. Even if he did, what would I say? Yes, I betrayed you, yes I cheated on you but it was only with a woman, not a man? What difference does it make...none, not as far as Ken is concerned, absolutely none. The fact is I asked for his trust...no, I demanded his trust...and then I broke it. Marge, I think I've lost him, the most important person in my life and I lost him."
Tears, once again, welled up in Jen's eyes.
Marge walked over and rubbed her friend's back, trying to sooth her emotions. "Honey, you don't know that. Ken's an intelligent, reasonable man, and he loves you dearly. Don't give up hope."
Jen silently sat, looking like a forlorn, lost soul.
"I'm going to call Mrs. Murphy from next door and see if she can baby sit tonight," Marge said, reaching for the phone.
A couple minutes later everything was all set. Mrs. Murphy, a woman in her early sixties, lived alone and was usually available to baby sit Marge's kids. She was coming over and would spend the night if necessary.
Neither Jen nor Marge spoke a word all the back to the house. Jen stared out her window and felt like she was being driven to her execution.
***
Ken was, indeed, able to exchange his ticket and was already on his way back to O'Hare. He sat in an aisle seat looking almost comatose as those surrounding him went about their business completely unaware of the tortured soul among them. He rested his elbow on the arm of his seat and lowered his forehead into his hand. There must have been over a hundred people sitting nearby, yet never could he remember feeling more alone. He was confused and hurt, angry and humiliated; he felt inadequate...like a loser. He closed his eyes and drifted back in time, remembering the encounter he had with his wife that past spring.
Trust her, he said silently to himself, huh, what a joke. I didn't sleep with another man, she said. Stupid, stupid, stupid; it never occurred to me to ask if she slept with a woman. She knew damn well I'd never think of her doing anything like that. Oh, yes, she's so damn clever.
Unconsciously he took a ragged, deep breath and let it out with a small sigh. How could she betray me like that, betray us like that. Cheating is cheating, fantasy or no fantasy, man or woman; she knew damn well what she was doing and did it anyway.
He felt a tear break free and start to trickle down his cheek. Quickly, he rubbed it away with his finger and looked around to see if anyone noticed. It was the first time since overhearing Laura and Tara, that he had felt anything but anger and rage.
Once he was aware of the pain and sadness, it quickly overtook him. He was starting to feel nauseous and he could feel his heart pounding. Suddenly he sprung from his seat and hurried to find an empty lavatory. Ken was no stranger to emotional pain. His mother died when he was just fifteen, but this was different. Not only had the woman he loved betrayed him, not only had she broken their wedding vows, but she mocked and undermined his trust, she belittled him with her shrewd little, "do you trust me," ploy. Were these the actions of someone who truly loved him or was his whole marriage nothing but a sham?
Ken splashed some water in his face and dried himself with a paper towel. Time had stood still and he had no idea how long he'd been in there. All he knew was that his marriage was most likely over. He loved Jennifer with all his heart but love was a two way street and he didn't see how she could love him and still do what she did.
Jennifer and Marge were sitting in the kitchen when they heard him at the front door. The look on Jen's face was one of total fear, like she had just seen the guns of a firing squad pointing directly at her.
"Let me talk to him," volunteered Marge. "He'll listen to me."
Jen slowly shook her head. "No, this is my mess, I have to face him." Her face scrunched up and tears streamed down her cheeks again. "Oh, God, Marge, what am I going to do?"
Marge ran to her, knelt down and put her arms around her. "Please, honey, let me talk to him. Maybe..."
When Marge stopped talking, Jen looked up and saw Ken standing in the doorway.
It was clear she knew that he had found out about her little affair. Jack, he thought, of course, I should have guessed.
Jack had stolen his thunder, but that was okay. Most of his anger had morphed into pain and he was in no mood for a confrontation just then anyway.
No one said a word, they just looked at each other for what seemed like an eternity, but in reality was just a few seconds. Ken turned and left for his favorite easy chair. There he sat staring down at the floor. There was so much he was going say, so many accusations he was going to bombard her with, but now it all seemed so hopeless. What's the use, he told himself. It's over.
He caught a glimpse of his soon-to-be ex-wife out of the corner of his eye. She was standing there, just watching.
"I...I'm so sorry," she finally said, almost in a whisper. "I have no excuses; it was selfish, terribly selfish of me. Since then not a day has gone by that I haven't regretted what I did. I've regretted it because I love you, Ken, I love you so much and I knew how much you would be hurt if you ever found out. I am so very, very sorry."
Ken scoffed. "Yeah, sure; you love me 'sooo much,' so much that even though you knew how much it would hurt me you went ahead and did it anyway. Yeah, that's real love alright. And all that talk about Tara being my girlfriend, huh, nothing but a smokescreen, very clever, Jen, very clever."



"No, no that's not it, I..."
Ken raised his hand. "I don't want to hear it. I don't want to hear any more of your lies, your conniving. Just leave me alone. Right now I can't stand the sight of you."
Jen's heart dropped. He didn't say or do anything she hadn't really expected, but she had clung to the slightest thread of hope. She could see in his face, her hope was misplaced.
"I'm sorry, Ken. I'm sorry for the pain I caused you. I never meant to hurt you."
Marge was listening from the kitchen.
"I don't want to hurt you anymore. I have a bag packed. Marge offered to let me stay with her for a couple of days."
"Go," he said raising his voice, "just go, get out of my sight."
It looked to Marge like Jen was about to collapse. She rushed to her side and grabbed her. "Come on, honey, let's give him some time."
Ken heard them rustling around behind him as they grabbed Jen's suitcase from the hall closet and left through the front door.
"I love you," she said in a weakened voice as she was led out by her friend.
Ken never budged from his chair. He heard Marge start her car and pull out of the drive. He saw her headlights pass by the window. She was driving away with his life, with the future he thought he had with the woman he loved more than anything. This time there was no need to try and control himself; he lowered his head into his hands and let the tears flow.
***
The next morning Marge was surprised when she heard Jack. She looked at the clock, it was only a little after ten-thirty. "Jack, I wasn't expecting you until later tonight."
"Yeah, well Laura's little story about her and Jen and Ken walking out, kind of put a damper on things. I grabbed the first flight out this morning. He must have gotten a flight out last night because he never came back to the motel."
"Oh yeah, he got home about midnight. I was with Jen when he walked in."
"What happened?"
"Well, about what you might expect. Ken told her to get out, he didn't want to even look at her. I brought her home with me. She's still up stairs sleeping. I hope you don't mind."
"Shit, what a mess. I don't really know about her staying with us, Marge. The last thing I want to do is get in the middle of this thing. Ken's been my best friend for a long time and I don't want him thinking I'm taking Jen's side."
"Okay," she relinquished, "let's just play it by ear and see how things go. Are you hungry? I just got up myself. Jen and I were up till four this morning, talking. I was just about to make some breakfast."
The kids were already out doing their own thing which gave Jack and Marge a chance to talk over bacon and eggs.
"Okay, tell me, how the hell did Ken find out about Jen cheating on him?"
"You're not going to believe it, remember I told you Tara had a sister named Laura?"
"Yeah..."
"Yeah, well she's the one Jen cheated with."
"No...but...I thought she lived in Atlanta?"
"She does now, but she lived in Chicago up until last year. How's that for a, 'it's a small world,' story?"
He told her how Tara and her sister came to his room the night before so Laura could apologize to Ken, but was a little too late. That's when he learned about his buddy overhearing their conversation.
"Tara came along to give her sister moral support," he said. "She needed it too, she was crying so hard I could hardly understand her sometimes. In between sobs, she told me the whole story. She took full responsibility for the whole thing and said she talked Jen into it. Before they left Laura asked me if I thought Ken would contact her husband. I didn't know what to tell her. I kind of doubt it, but I've never seen him that way. I told her she should go home and confess. It would be a lot better for him to hear it from her than from Ken."
"You think she'll do it?"
"I don't know, she has a lot to lose. The one's I feel sorry for are the kids. They have three and they're all cute as a button." Jack sadly shook his head and took a sip of coffee. "I'll tell you one thing, I don't think Jen has to worry about us playing golf with Tara anymore, she was so embarrassed she wouldn't even fly back on the same plane as me. She could have but she just kept the ticket she already had for later in the evening."
Jack saw his wife looking up at the doorway behind him. He turned around and saw his best friend's wife standing there.
"How, Jack? How did Ken find out?"
"Have a seat, Jen. Jack can explain everything while I make you something to eat," Marge told her.
Worn out from lack of sleep and all the emotional trauma, she walked almost like a zombie to the table and sat in disbelief as Jack proceeded to tell her of the circumstances regarding her husband's enlightenment.
"I'm sorry, Jack. I really messed things up for everyone didn't I."
"I won't lie to you, Jen, this affects more than just you and Laura. Even Marge and I are being pulled into this thing. Hell I feel like a sap for sticking up for you back then. I told Ken there was no way you'd ever cheat on him. Laura could possibly lose her entire family and in all the years I've known Ken, I've never seen him so upset and hurt."
"Jack," his wife admonished while throwing him a dirty look.
"Well it's true, damn it," he replied angrily.
"Come on, honey, eat your eggs," Marge told her in a much more sympathetic voice than was her husband's, "they're getting cold."
After eating, Jen went back to her room where she spent most of the day and night. She just wanted to be alone.
The next morning Jack was surprised to see Ken's car as he pulled into work. He really thought Ken would take a couple days off. He had no idea what to say to his friend. Should he apologize for convincing him Jen would never cheat on him? It was almost eleven by the time he got a few minutes to visit. Ken's office door had been closed all morning. He lightly knocked then opened the door a crack and saw his buddy standing at the window, staring out at the city.
"Can I come in?"
"Sure," Ken responded without looking back. "Sorry to stick you with my clubs the other day. I'll pay the extra cost."
"No problem, they're in my trunk. Don't let me forget to give them to you before we leave today."
Jack nodded but stayed silent.
"I'm so sorry, my friend. I wish I had some words of wisdom or could somehow make things better, but..." He just let his words hang in the air.
"Yeah, I know. Unfortunately there's nothing you or anyone else can do, Jack. I appreciate the thought, though. Is she still at your place?"
"Yeah, is that a problem for you...because if it is..."
"No, no problem."
"Are you sure, because I won't let her stay if you..."
"Jack, it's okay, really." Ken walked over and sat down behind his desk. Jack sat on the opposite side in his usual chair. "Damn, Jack, I don't know which is worse, the fact that she cheated, or the way she did it. I remember that whole conversation like it happened yesterday. Anyone else would have made up some lie, but not her, no she had to make a fool out of me. 'Do you trust me?' she asked. Shit, nothing like grinding my nose in it."
Jack responded. "I really don't think that was what she was trying to do, Ken. I'm not sure just what she was thinking but I really don't think she was deliberately rubbing you nose in it. From what Laura told me..."
"Laura, when did you talk to her?"
"She and Tara came down to our room right after you left. Laura wanted to try and apologize; they only missed you by two or three minutes. They both felt like shit. Tara had tears in her eyes but Laura was downright bawling."
Ken didn't say anything, he just turned his head and looked out the window again.
Jack could see the hurt in his buddy's eyes. "Any idea what you're going to do?"
"File for divorce, I guess. What else can I do? She cheated, Jack."
"Yeah, I know she cheated but...look, don't do anything just yet. I mean there's no hurry, right? Take some time and think it through. Maybe...I don't know, maybe go see a counselor or something. Don't just throw it all away, man."
"Don't make me out the bad guy, Jack. I'm not the one who cheated," was Ken's curt retort.
"No, no, I'm not saying that...look, you're my best friend. Whatever you decide, I'm with you. I just know you're hurting right now and probably want to strike out and hurt her back. All I'm saying is don't do something in anger that you'll regret later, that's all."
Ken continued to stare out the window as he thought about what his friend just said. After a few seconds he promised Jack he wouldn't make any rash decisions.
A week later everything was still in a state of flux. Ken knew what he had to do, he even reached for the phone to call his lawyer a couple times, but he just couldn't bring himself to punch in the number.
Jack was just leaving the building to go on a local sales call when he ran into a familiar face.
"Laura, what are you doing here?"
"Hi, Jack, I came to see Ken," she told him sheepishly. "I can only imagine what he must think about me but I have to apologize to him. I have to tell him how sorry I am. How's he doing?"
"How's he doing?" he replied snidely. "Not good, he kicked Jen out of the house. She's staying with me and my wife for the time being."
"Oh God, no, no. It wasn't her fault, I talked her into it. I have to tell him what happened, Jack. Do you think he'll see me?"
"I doubt it; besides, Jen's a big girl. She wouldn't have been there if she didn't want to be...at least that's the way Ken's going to look at it. I think you're wasting your time, Laura. I really do."
"I have to try, Jack. This whole mess is all my fault, I've got to try."
"Well, I can guarantee if you go in there and just say you want to see him, he'll have you kicked right out of the building."
"What can I do, I came all the way out here, I can't go back without at least trying."
Jack thought. Damn, he told himself, he hated getting any more involved in this whole thing than he was already but...
"Look, I'm on my way out to a sales meeting. I should be back about two. There's a little place called, "Plato's Place," on Devon, one street over and about three blocks to your right. Wait for me there. I'll stop in after my meeting and I'll see if I can't pave the way for you to see Ken."
"Oh, Jack, thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me. I haven't been able to sleep since this whole thing blew up."
***
It was almost three o'clock by the time Jack and Laura were back at the office.
"Hi, Betty," Jack greeted Ken's secretary in the outer office. "Is he busy?"
"No more than usual," she replied with a smile while looking at the pretty woman Jack had in tow. "And who is this?"
"Betty, this is Laura, a friend of mine and Ken's. Laura...Betty."
"Hi," Laura responded with an outstretched hand.
"Laura, why don't you have a seat out here while I go in and tell Ken you're here," Jack said as he knocked on the door.
Betty didn't know what was going on but it wasn't hard to see Jack's guest was very nervous as she sat down in one of the waiting room chairs.
Ken looked up from his paperwork as he heard the door open. "Hi, Jack, how'd you make out with Jenkins?"
"Okay, I got the contract renewed. Funny thing though, I ran into someone on the way over there."
"Oh, who?"
"Laura, she wants to talk to you, Ken. She's waiting outside."
"Jack, what the hell; what'd you bring her here for? I'm not talking to her. You should know better than that, damn it."
"Ken, she flew all the way out here just to talk to you..."
"I don't care if she flew under her own power," he joked derisively. "She probably just wants to see if I'm going to inform her husband."
"Okay, I'll tell her it's no deal, but I don't think that's why she's here. She wants to tell you what happened. You've always said to make sure you have all the facts before signing a contract, shouldn't the same apply when breaking a contract...you know, like a marriage contract?"
"No, Jack, it was Jennifer who broke our marriage contract."
Jack turned toward the door. "Okay, Ken, but I think you're making a mistake."
"Wait a minute." Jack's words hit home. "Okay, okay, send her in."
"Yes, sir!" responded Jack with a big smile. He walked back out and told Laura he'd see her.
"Thanks, Jack," she said heading into the lion's den. The first thing she noticed was his posture. She was a business woman, she knew a defensive posture when she saw one and she could tell Ken was loaded for bear. She was going to offer him a handshake but didn't think he'd take it anyway.
She stood a few feet away from his desk. "Thank you for seeing me, Ken. Considering what you must think of me, I really appreciate it."
Ken just leaned back in his chair without saying a word.
She was hoping he'd offer her a chair to make things a little less formal but he didn't, so she gave a small sigh and continued standing up. "I...I know there are no words in any language to say how sorry I am for what I did to you and Jen. I don't expect you to ever forgive me but I hope you'll forgive your wife. It wasn't her fault, Ken. When I first offered to make her fantasy a reality she flat out said no, but I wasn't about to take no for an answer. I played on her vulnerability; I reminded her of how she felt when she first started to think of us together. I told her it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. She was terrified that somehow you'd find out but I convinced her that would never happen. I also convinced her it wasn't really cheating. I told her cheating is when a woman screws another man.
Laura could feel her legs getting wobbly from tension and asked if she could sit down. Still, without saying a word yet, Ken pointed to one of the chairs opposite his desk. She sat down and pulled a hanky from her purse to wipe her eyes, then continued.
"Ken, I know you heard me taking to Tara. I probably made it sound like it was easy to seduce your wife but I wasn't about to tell my sister how hard I actually had to work at it. That day at Water Tower Place I talked until I was blue in the face. I thought sure I had her convinced by the time she left, but the next day when I called, she said no and I talked for another hour until she finally gave in."
Ken finally spoke. "Why the whole weekend, why not just a night?"
"I talked her into that, too. I thought, since she'd never been with a woman before, I'd have to take it slow, take my time to get her comfortable, then show her how to make love to me. One night just wouldn't be enough."
"Laura, my wife isn't some ditz that can be persuaded to do something she doesn't want to do, I don't care how good a sales woman you are."
"You're right, Ken, and if it hadn't been for her fantasy I wouldn't have been able to convince her at all, but I kept reminding her of how good she felt when she would lay in bed and masturbate while thinking of her and me together. I told her she would always wonder what it would be like. It would haunt her the rest of her days if she didn't grab this one and only opportunity, and I finally persuaded her that since I didn't have a penis she wouldn't really be cheating on you."
Laura's tears were now streaming down her cheeks. "I'm sorry, Ken. You're a great guy and you didn't deserve this, neither did Jen. None of this would have happened if she hadn't seen me that day at the restaurant, please don't punish her for one weak moment...please."
Ken sat staring at the sobbing woman and showing no sign of feeling sorry for her. "I'll think about it," he stated flatly.
Laura nodded her head. "I guess that's all I can ask. I...I never wanted to hurt her...or you. I'm so sorry," she said standing. "I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive her, Ken. She's a good person and she loves you dearly. She made a mistake; we all do now and then. She didn't go out looking for an affair or succumb to some guy, she fell into my trap. Please give her another chance."
Laura was grateful she got the opportunity to say what she wanted and turned to head for the door.
"Aren't you going to ask if I'll look up your husband and tell him what happened?" Ken called out.
She turned around to face him. "Somehow, Ken, you just don't strike me as the kind of guy to do that; if I was a man, yes. If I was a man I'm sure they'd be taking me out of here on stretcher about now, but I don't see you as trying to destroy my family to get back at me. And even if you were, it would be too late. I told my husband everything as soon as I got back."
"You did," he said a little shocked. "And what happened?"
"Well, I can't say he was pleased, that's for sure. Like you he was extremely hurt and he's having a hard time dealing with it but he's trying."
With those parting words, Laura left for home where she was resigned to do whatever it took to save her own marriage.
Nothing really changed over the next couple of days except that Laura had given Ken even more to think about.
At Jack's house things were still strained. Jennifer was still getting cold vibes from her husband's best friend so she stayed in her room most of the time. Just a few days after Laura had paid Ken a visit, Jack was on his way to the kitchen for breakfast when he heard a terrible noise from the down stairs washroom. He walked over and stood with his ear close to the door. It sounded like someone vomiting. He gently knocked, "Who's in there, are you alright?" he asked.
"Leave her alone, Jack."
He turned his head to see his wife standing there. "Is that Jennifer? Is she sick?"
"Yeah, she woke up sick to her stomach. It's probably from all the stress. Come on, breakfast is on the table."
Jack didn't think too much of it until the next day when he heard her again. As he sat down at the breakfast table he asked Marge if she was still sick. "If she's not better by tomorrow," he said, "she should go to the doctor. I hope it's not contagious, the last thing we need is a house full of sick people."
Marge agreed. It was two days later when the subject came up again. The kids had already taken off for school and Jack sat having eggs and bacon with his wife.
"Did Jen go to the doctor?" he asked.
"Ah, she has an appointment for next week."
"Next week; she's been throwing up for days now, she can't get an appointment quicker than that?"
When Marge didn't answer Jack knew immediately something was wrong.
"What? What's going on? Is it something serious?"
"She...she doesn't want me to tell you," said Marge holding her head down.
"Tell me what, Marge? You know better than that, there are no secrets in this house. Now what the hell is going on?" He was starting to get angry.
Marge reached over and laid her hand over his in a calming gesture. "She's pregnant."
"Pregnant...pregnant? Holy...is it Ken's?"
Now it was Marge who was angry. "Of course it's Ken's, how can you even ask something like that?" she scolded.
"Hey, she cheated on him with a woman, who's to say she didn't do the same with another guy."
"Jack, I'm surprised at you."
"What? Don't give me that. When someone shows they're not trustworthy it opens all kinds of suspicions. You lie about one thing and suddenly everything you've ever said is called into question. I'm sorry but that's how it is, Marge."
She groaned under her breath; he made sense although she didn't want to admit it. "Jack, I can't believe you honestly think Jen would go out and screw another man."
"I don't...not really, but actions have consequences and when people lose their faith in someone...well, it's damn hard for that person to ever regain their trust again."
"I know," Marge admitted with a sigh.
"Are you positive she's pregnant?"
Marge nodded her head. "Jack, I've have three kids, I think I can recognize morning sickness when I see it. I made her take a home pregnancy test yesterday and it was positive. The doctor's visit next week is just to confirm it but there's not a doubt in my mind. You can't tell Ken though, not yet. That's why she didn't want me to tell you."



"What do you mean, don't tell Ken. He's got a right to know his wife is pregnant with his kid."
"Agreed, but right now she's scared to death. You remember what happened before."
"Of course I remember. What'd she do, stop using her birth control?"
"No, she has a diaphragm but it must have slipped. What difference does it make? It happened."
"I don't get it, why doesn't she want to tell Ken? I doubt very much that he'd divorce her now."
"That's just it. She doesn't want him to think she's trying to blackmail him into taking her back. If they do stay together, she wants to make sure it's because he still loves her and not just because he feels it's his obligation."
"Well I must say, that's admirable on her part but it doesn't make sense. Of course he's going to feel it's his obligation; you think for one minute Ken would walk away from his kid? Even if he files for divorce it wouldn't be final for six months. She's obviously going to be showing by then. She can't keep something like that a secret for long and he could stop the divorce anytime."
Marge thought about what he said. "You're right. I guess she's just not thinking logically right now."
"Well I'm not about to keep a secret like this from Ken and piss him off any more than I have already. Besides, as angry and hurt as he is, he still loves her. She's going to need him, Marge. I think all he needs is an excuse to take her back and this certainly qualifies."
***
All that day things were kind of hectic in the office, for both Jack and Ken. As it got toward the end of the day Jack asked his buddy to join him for a drink. Ken thought it was a great idea. It'd been a hard day and it would be good to unwind. He had no idea Jack had anything specific on his mind until he suggested they sit at a table instead of the bar. They gave the barmaid their order before Jack started to talk.
"I have to ask you, my friend, have you come to any conclusions about what you're going to do yet."
Ken looked up and saw the waitress returning with their beers and indicated he would wait until she was gone before responding. The truth was he hadn't decided anything yet, although he didn't see how he could ever trust her again. Even so, he was still anguishing over divorcing her, even after she'd hurt him so badly he couldn't simply stop loving her. A sip of beer gave him a small reprieve before answering his friend's question.
"No, I really haven't, Jack. The other day, Laura tried to take full responsibility for everything, but she didn't put a gun to Jen's head. The fact is, Jen knew exactly what she was doing when she left for her little lesbian affair that weekend. And what still bothers me, I think even more than the act itself, is the way she did it; all that crap about trusting her. You say she wasn't trying to rub my nose in it, but I don't see any other way of looking at it. Still...well, you know me, I've never been one to just give up on anything, let-a-lone my marriage; I don't know, maybe counseling."
He took another sip of brew. "Why, is she becoming a problem?"
Jack was still wrestling with the information he possessed. He wanted what was best for his buddy; he just wasn't sure what that was. He knew Ken still loved her, but was taking Jennifer back really in his best interest? Still...he had to take his own advice. She'd be showing and if Ken knew he tried to hide it from him there'd be hell to pay.
"No, no problem, not really, but...well, yes, I guess there is a problem," Jack fiddled with the beer bottle on the table in front of him.
"Well come on, Jack, out with it."
"She's pregnant."
At first Ken wasn't sure he heard correctly. After her miscarriage, his wife refused to even talk about trying again. The death of their unborn child had been devastating for both of them. He had given up hope of ever becoming a father.
"Did you say Jen was pregnant?" he asked not believing his own ears.
Jack nodded. "Yup, she's been vomiting in the mornings. Marge thought it was morning sickness and had her take a home pregnancy test; it showed positive. She has a doctor's appointment next week to make sure but Marge says there's no doubt."
Jack watched as his friend sat, staring down at the floor and not saying a word, almost as if he was in shock.
"She didn't what us to tell you," he continued. "Marge says she's absolutely terrified, but even so, she didn't want to get you back only because you felt you had to, she wants you back because you love her."
"She knows damn well I love her. She'd have the divorce papers in her hand already if I didn't love her."
Jack had no idea what was going through his buddy's mind but it was obvious he was struggling with the new information.
"I've got to think about this," he told Jack. "In the meantime, don't say anything to Jennifer. As far as she knows, I'm still in the dark, okay?"
"Yeah, sure, I won't say a word." Jack had somehow expected his friend to say he would take her back immediately after hearing the news and was shocked at Ken's reaction. He had to ask the question, "Are you still thinking about divorcing her?"
"I don't know, Jack. I just don't know. I still keep going back to that conversation we had, all that, 'Do you trust me crap.' I need some time to think. Her being pregnant puts a new wrinkle in things."
Ken took a big swallow from his bottle. "Are you ready?" he asked.
They both left the bar and took off for home. Marge wanted to ask what happened as soon as he walked in the door but Jen was helping her with dinner. It wasn't until later at night, after putting the kids to bed and after Jen retired for the night, that she got a chance to quiz her husband.
"So... Did you tell Ken?"
"Yeah, I told him," he replied a little hesitantly.
"And...what did he say? Is he going to have her move back?"
"Ah, well he didn't react the way I thought he would. He did mention counseling but he also said he still had some more thinking to do. He's seriously considering divorce. I never thought it would go that far but that's the way it sounded to me. He's got it in his head that she was rubbing his nose in it when she asked him to trust her like she did. It was the supreme act of disloyalty and disrespect as far as he's concern. He just can't get past that."
For the first time since the whole mess started, both Marge and Jack had to seriously consider their friends might be getting divorced.
"My God, Jack, what'll she do if he really divorces her. It'll destroy her."
"I know, honey, but it's not our call. We'll do everything we can for her within reason, but I'm not turning against Ken. If it comes down to taking sides, you know where I stand."
"I know," she said sadly. "I...I just never thought it would come to this."
***
Three days after Jack and Ken had their talk Jen's phone rang. When she saw who it was she started to tremble with fear. It seemed she waited forever for him to call, but now she was terrified to answer.
Her hand shook and her voice was weak. "Hello, Ken."
"Hi, Jen; how are you doing?"
His voice sounded cold which added to her anxiety. "Okay, how about you?"
"I'm doing okay. Jen, we have to talk. I still have a lot of unanswered questions. I've been thinking of the best way to go about it and I think it would be better if you and I had the help of a professional, a counselor...marriage counselor I guess."
This was the best news she'd had in weeks. She wasn't sure what unanswered question he was referring to, but any chance to beg for his forgiveness was welcome. She'd get down on her hands and knees and kiss his feet if that's what it took. She quickly took him up on his offer and said she would meet him anytime, anywhere he wanted.
"Okay, let me check around and see if I can find a good counselor. I'll call and let you know when I do."
"Ken," she hurried up and spoke before he had a chance to hang up.
"Yes?"
"I'm so sorry for all this, I love you so much."
"Uh huh," is all he said before hanging up.
Ken had a lot of issues, trust was probably the biggest. Would he ever be able to trust her again? He had a plan that he hoped would answer that very question. Maybe it wouldn't restore his faith in her completely, but it would help. Unless, of course she chose to deceive him again; in that case it would be the end.
Soon after they had talked, Jen's phone rang again. She looked but didn't recognize the number. "Hello," she answered a little hesitantly.
"Hello, is this Jennifer Ryan?"
"Yes, I'm Jennifer Ryan, who is this?"
"Ms. Ryan, my name is Linda Wilson. I'm calling from Dr. Holdstrome's office. Your husband has retained us for a series of counseling sessions with you and him. Would you have a moment to set your first appointment?"
"Yes, yes," she replied with excitement; "anytime, anytime at all, the sooner the better."
Linda explained that before their first joint session, the doctor wanted to see each of them alone for an hour. They would each be given the opportunity to tell their side of the story openly and freely without any reprisal or hurt feelings from their spouse. Ken had already made his appointment for the following afternoon. Jen agreed to the only timeslot left which was that morning.
After listening to them, the doctor could see Jen's naïveté of the situation. She believed the entire problem centered around her lesbian encounter, but after listening to Ken, he knew there were a lot more issues at hand.
Ken was a little surprised at her appearance when she walked in for their first joint session. He could tell she wanted to look good for him, but in spite of make-up, she looked thin and a little gaunt. There were dark circles under her eyes and her complexion was pale. She gave him a uncertain smile and greeted him in a frail voice. Even under the care of their best friends, it was easy to see the last few weeks had been very hard on her.
With the preliminaries out of the way and both of them seated the doctor started the session.
"Mr. Ryan, after talking to each of you separately, I realized that Mrs. Ryan really is not aware of the total scope of your grievances; therefore, we're going to start with you. I want you to tell her what you told me the other day."
"Alright," answered Ken. He started to speak but looked down at the floor instead of looking at her. "I can almost come to terms with what you did. Laura came to my office a few days ago and told me how hard she worked to convince you, almost pressuring you into your little lesbian rendezvous; what makes it so unforgivable is the egotistical way you felt you had to rub my nose in it, the complete and total disrespect and contempt you showed me."
"What," she almost screamed. "No, never, honey; I never..."
"Please, Mrs. Ryan," interjected the doctor, "let him finish."
"Thank you," he said lifting his eyes to the elderly man across the desk. "Don't tell me no. Do you remember what you asked the first time we talked about it, 'do you trust me?' You knew damn well you were hurting me like that. If you had tried to make something up, some plausible story about why you had to be gone for the weekend I'd say, okay, she was at least trying to spare me the hurt, but no, you gave me all that crap about trust. You played me for a sucker and I fell for it."
By now Jen was wiping her eyes with a tissue, trying to keep up with the tears. Ken had stopped talking and as hard as it was to speak through her sobs, she couldn't let him go on thinking what he was, she had to set the record straight.
"No, no, Ken, you have it all wrong, it's just the opposite."
The doctor was about to cut her off again but Ken gave him a nod to let her resume.
"Ken, there is no excuse for what I did. It was a despicably selfish act, it was the worst thing I've ever done in my life and I did it to the most important man in my life. I knew what I was doing was terribly wrong, nonetheless I wanted it so bad I couldn't help myself, but our discussion had nothing to do with not respecting you or rubbing your nose in my deceit. I love and respect you more than any man I ever knew. When I saw Laura sitting in the restaurant that day, I couldn't believe it. I was hit with a flood of memories. I remembered how much I liked and admired her when she was dating Jerry, and I remembered the shame I felt when I fantasized about her and me together."
She wiped away more tears before continuing.
"You know what my dad is like with it comes to gay people. He calls them fags and queers. My brother isn't much better. I might be more liberal in my thinking but that doesn't mean I still don't know how some of the people I love would see me if they knew I fantasized about a lesbian act."
"Jen, that has nothing to do with..."
"Please, Ken, hear me out. Let me explain, please."
Ken sat back in the chair as if defying her to justify breaking his trust.
"I'm just trying to explain how I felt, I was ashamed and humiliated when I was younger, but I still couldn't help myself. That day, when I saw Laura at the restaurant, she said it was a onetime thing and I'd never have the chance again, she even used the word I thought of at the time...fate, it was fate that put us back together. I wanted it so bad I could taste it," realizing what she said she looked down in embarrassment. "I didn't mean that the way it sounded," she said.
"Go on," the doctor told her without cracking a smile at the unintended pun.
"Okay, well, in spite of how I knew my family would feel, how you would feel if you ever found out, I just had to do it. I'd never have the chance again, and of course no one would ever find out, including you, how could you?"
"Mrs. Ryan," interrupted Dr. Holdstrome when he saw she was getting off track, "why did you ask for your husband's trust then break it? Can you see how he would feel you were rubbing his nose in your deception?"
"Yes...yes I see that now, but at the time...I...I didn't think about it like that, I didn't do it to rub your nose in it; not at all, just the opposite. I did it that way because I couldn't lie to you. I'll admit, at first I thought about it, but I just couldn't do it. I couldn't do it for two reasons; one, I truly have way too much respect for you to try and fool you with a lie, and two, I'm a terrible liar. I couldn't take the chance of tripping up on my own lie somewhere down the line. If you knew I lied to you, you wouldn't rest until you knew the truth, I know you. If I just asked you to trust me and didn't tell you anything, there was no way I would be exposed for lying. I knew you would be suspicious and maybe a little hurt, but not nearly as much as you would be if you knew what I had done. No, I thought about it, simply telling you I had to go and I didn't want you to ask questions, was the safest way. At least that's what I thought."
Jen's throat was dry. Dr. Holdstrome got her a drink of water and she continued.
"It wasn't until I came home and saw the smashed lamp that I realized how much I'd hurt you. I wanted so much to make it up to you but you wouldn't let me."
"How, Jen?" Ken broke in. The anger in his voice startled her. "How do you take away someone's pain, especially when you were the cause of it in the first place?"
"I...I don't know," she wept. "I didn't realize what you were going through. I thought you'd be curious and a little ticked...I...I'm sorry, Ken. I'm just so sorry."
"Okay," the doctor spoke up. "Emotions are running a little high, let's take a break and try to calm down a little. Mr. Ryan, I want you to analyze what Mrs. Ryan said. Does it make sense to you? If not, why? Do you have more questions?
Ken had listened to her every word; knowing his wife like he did, somehow it actually did made sense to him. If it was true then she wasn't trying to make a fool out of him, but he still had trust issues, those he would deal with a little later, for now he just sat back and took everything in.
"Please believe me, honey," she said looking at him, "I was trying to minimize your hurt as much as possible and I was sure I could make it up to you as soon as I got home...of course that didn't work out like I thought it would," she said putting her head down again.
The doctor stopped her there and turned to Ken asking him to explain the pain he felt that weekend. As he spoke about all the tortuous emotions he had gone through, Jen cried harder and kept apologizing. When it was her turn to talk again, both Ken and Dr. Holdstrome could see and hear the sincerity in her voice. There was nothing phony about her remorse; that was obvious.
The doctor was good at his profession; he kept them on track and gave both patients ample time to express themselves. Ken waited until the session was nearly at an end before springing his trap.
"Jen, at least I understand your motives better now but even if we got back together there is one thing that would still be missing from our lives...kids. I know how devastated you were when our baby died, I was too. But even though the doctor said there was no reason to believe it would happen again, you won't even discuss trying again. Jen, I want children. If we stayed together I want to try again."
There it was, the moment of truth. Her reaction to his last statement would determine their future. The way he figured it, she got pregnant the last time they made love, that was not quite five weeks ago. A first baby is rarely on time anyway. Would she think she could fudge the time-line at the end of her pregnancy? Will she try to deceive him and agree to get pregnant then get him into bed as quickly as possible, or will she be honest with him? She had no idea how important her next statement would be.
She was twisting the dirty tissue between her fingers. If she told him, she would always wonder if he took her back out of love or out of a feeling of duty. Well, she thought, I guess I'll never know for sure.
"Ken, I...I have something to tell you. I didn't want to say anything because I didn't want to use it as a way of getting us back together, but...I...I'm already pregnant. Oh, Ken, she cried, "I'm so scared. If I lose this one, I...I don't think I can take it, I can't take losing another baby."
For the last hour, Ken had been sitting with his heart in his throat. To take her back he had to be able to trust her again. Her confession was certainly a step in the right direction.
Ken rose from his chair, walked over, and put his arms around the sobbing form of his wife. He still wasn't one hundred percent sure what he was going to do yet, but he wasn't heartless either. He tried to calm her by gently rubbing her shoulder and speaking in a soft voice.
"Take it easy, Jen. There's no reason at all not to believe this baby will be born strong and healthy."
"That's true, Mrs. Ryan," interjected the doctor. "A lot of women have miscarriages during their first pregnancy then go on to have many more with no problem."
"I know," she said still sobbing, "but I'm scared, I'm just so scared."
The doctor got her another cup of water while Ken continued rubbing her shoulder and speaking in a calm, soothing voice. The allotted time for the session had already gone over but both Ken and Jennifer were doing so well that Dr. Holdstrome didn't want to stop them. Now, however, it was time to end it. He confirmed the date and time of their next session the following week and they left his office together.
As much as he wanted to bring her home with him, Ken still had a couple of unresolved issues and wanted to go over the things that were said in the doctor's office. She was still trying to get control of herself as she walked toward her car when Ken told her he wasn't about to let her drive in her condition. He insisted on taking her to Jack and Marge's. He walked her inside and made sure she was okay then asked Jack to ride back with him to get her car. It had been a tiring and emotional day, Ken was wiped out by the time his head hit the pillow.



Over the course of the next week, Ken thought about nothing other than everything that had transpired between him and his wife and the events that led them to where they were.
One of the concerns that had bothered him the most, was the brazen way in which she deceived him with her question about him trusting her. It was out of character for her, and for a while, he wondered if he even knew his wife at all.
The motives she gave at the counseling session sounded more like her kind of logic. As far as he knew she had never lied to him. He could imagine her thinking, 'what if I mess up down the road and he discovered I lied to him?' Whereas by simply asking me to trust her...yeah, she would have definitely felt that was the safer way to go.
Then of course there was the act of betrayal itself. It made no difference to him whether she was with a man or woman, it was still betrayal. Laura had tried to assume full responsibility but Jen could not be exonerated. Okay, there were mitigating circumstances, he thought, her long time fantasy, Laura's salesmanship...it still didn't make a difference. He had only to make a choice...forgive, or don't forgive. He stayed up half the night mentally going through everything that had happened. He looked into his heart and sometime around three in the morning he'd made his decision.
***
It looked as if spring was finally nudging old man winter off his perch in Chicago. For the first time since December the temperature reached the mid-forties. Pools of melted snow made walking a straight line anywhere impossible.
Ken was already seated in the counselor's office when his wife entered. She looked nervous and scared again as she sat down.
"How are you, Mrs. Ryan?" asked Dr. Holdstrome.
"Okay, I guess. I had a doctor's appointment yesterday and he confirmed my pregnancy. I...I guess I'm just still scared."
"That's understandable, Mrs. Ryan."
"Honey," Ken let the term of endearment slip out. It was the first time since coming back from Hilton Head. "Please try not to worry. This baby is going to be strong and healthy. He's going to be a straight "A" student and a football star. He's going to bring the prettiest girl in town to the senior prom and go on to excel in college and in everything he tries. He's going to marry the most wonderful woman in the world, just like his old man did, and give us lots of grandchildren. I know it."
She almost missed, 'the most wonderful woman in the world,' comment. "How do you know it's going to be a bo...did you say the most wonderful woman in the world?"
Ken sat back with a small grin. "What if I did?"
Suddenly her face lit up. You could see the hope in her eyes. "Oh, Ken, please don't play games with me, does that mean you forgive me?"
"Jen, I can't tell you how much it hurt when I heard about what you did. I was filled with anger over your deceit. At the same time the pain of knowing you chose someone else over me was unbearable. I kept thinking, would I have done the same thing if I were in your shoes? The answer was always a resounding, no."
Ken rose from his chair and walked over to pour himself a cup of water. "But I also had to take into account eight years of happiness with you as my partner in life. Did those eight years warrant your forgiveness...yes, they do."
Before he could say another word, Jen jumped from her chair and threw herself into her husband's arms.
"Oh, Ken, I love you so much," she cried squeezing any daylight from their bodies.
"I love you too," he replied. "But this is a one time, 'get out of jail free card,' you understand that, right?"
"Yes, yes, my darling," she said nodding her head quickly. "I promise to be the best wife and mother you could ever want."
EPILOUGE:
After giving birth to a healthy baby boy, Jennifer Ryan kept her promise. Two years later, little Kyle Ryan had a baby sister, Monique. Kyle grew up strong in mind and body and even took the prettiest girl in town to the senior prom...at least he thought she was the prettiest girl in town. Five years later he married her.
Monique grew up to be a fine young woman. Even if she was a little head strong and gave her father fits sometimes, she was always the apple of his eye.
Jennifer and Ken Ryan still live happily as man and wife. Now retired they both love doting on their five grandkids.
Ken still plays golf almost every Sunday with Jack, Smitty, and Arnie. Yes, Arnie recover from his bout with cancer and was back hitting the little white ball with his buddies. They all saw Tara at the course from time to time, in fact she still filled in once in a while.
What happened to Laura and Bill? Well that's a whole story in itself, isn't it.
The end.
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"Yes, yes...oh God," she screamed.
I smiled as I heard her grab on to the headboard in sheer ecstasy. Her body writhed wildly and I had to be careful not to get kneed in the face as my tongue darted in and out of her slit then slithered up and down the folds of her magnificent pussy. I surrounded her stiff little clitoral button with my lips and ever-so-lightly nipped at it with my teeth, causing her to fill our bedroom with shrill screams of pleasure.
I don't think there was any limit to the number of orgasms I could give her with my talented, oral manipulations. At least I never found one. I had been going strong for almost an hour; she was on her fourth or fifth climax, maybe it was her sixth, I'd lost count. All I knew for sure was my tongue was getting tired and I had yet to get off. It was time to slip inside this passionate creature. I lifted myself and moved into position.
With pure, animalistic lust, Britney released her grip from above her head and reached down to guide my rock hard love tool into the soft, wet confines of her vaginal walls. Every thrust produced sounds of rapture emanating from my loving wife. After a little while, I knew she was on the edge yet again, but this time so was I. With a final push my entire body tightened as we both came together in orgasmic bliss. For a brief moment I'd sworn that the world ceased to exist for anyone but my Britney and me.
As we lay in each other's arms, trying to regain a normal breathing pattern, I thought back to when I was a teenager and how I thought sticking my tongue into a girls snatch was gross. Thank goodness for Stan, my older brother, and the lectured he gave me, decreeing just how stupid that kind of thinking was. Had it not been for him, I doubted I would be lying next to my loving bride.
I met Britney in college when a friend of mine pointed her out to me in the book store. He said he'd never seen anyone who enjoyed being eaten like she did. He was sure she preferred it to intercourse.
You can imagine how my ears perked up. Since that talk with my brother, I practiced every chance I got and considered myself an aficionado in the art of cunnilingus.
It took three dates before I was invited to demonstrate my expertise; it was well worth the wait...for both of us. My buddy was right; she enjoyed it like no one I'd ever known. From that night on, neither of us dated anyone else. We were perfect for one another, not only in the bedroom but in our everyday likes and dislikes as well. We fell in love and were married the year after graduation.
Four years later here we were, exhausted after enjoying one another with the same intensity we had on that first night. I smiled to myself and pulled her tighter into my body as we slipped into dreamland.
***
After experiencing the fifth worst winter in its history, the entire Midwest was looking forward to spring. Britney and I were certainly no exceptions. She couldn't wait to starting working on her famous tan and I was anxious to get out to the course and hit that little white ball around. Unfortunately, it was only the first Saturday of April and neither was possible yet. The temperature was still in the forties and half the streets were flooded from the melting snow.
After breakfast, Brit and I decided, since we couldn't do much else, it was a good time to clean the garage. It was late in the afternoon and we were both getting tired when Bruce, my best friend, neighbor, and golf partner popped in with a six-pack.
"Hey you guys, I saw you out here working hard and thought it was time for a break," he said handing Britney and I a bottle.
We both thanked him and agreed. We went into the kitchen and sat at the table for a well-deserved rest and some conversation. Bruce started it.
"You guys aren't the only ones getting a jump on spring cleaning. I saw Dottie doing the same thing over at her place this morning."
"No kidding," Britney remarked, "how's she doing?"
"Okay, I guess. She did say she still missed Bill a lot."
"Oh of course; hell, they spent half a century together. I'm sure she'll miss him until she joins him," said Britney.
"What was she doing at the house?" I asked. "Is she moving back in?"
"No, she was getting it ready for the new tenants. She's got it rented out again."
"Oh no, she doesn't; to who this time?" I asked.
"I don't know. All she said was that they were a young couple."
"God, I hope they're not like that last jackass she rented to," Britney interjected.
"Yeah," responded Bruce, "those fricken dogs of his kept me up half the night, all the time."
"You're not the only one, they kept the whole damn neighborhood up," I said with a slight tinge of anger as I remembered back a few months.
***
We lived in a nice quiet area of Arlington Hills, about fifteen miles northwest of Chicago. Britney's dad gave us the money for the down payment on our house as a wedding gift. It didn't take long for us to make friends and we've been very happy since the day we moved in.
The one fly in the ointment was the Tolliver house. Bill and Dottie Tolliver had the smallest house around for blocks. It was only a two bedroom with one dinky bathroom, barely what you'd call a starter home, but they were an older couple, their kids were all off on their own, so it was fine for them.
Well, much to everyone's shock, one day Bill fell over in his front yard with a massive heart attack. They were a nice couple and the whole neighborhood was praying he'd make it but it was not to be. Dottie didn't want to live there alone so she moved in with her daughter and son-in-law and put the house up for sale. The problem was nobody wanted a place that small, so after it had been on the market for a year without so much as a nibble, she started to rent it out.
Her first tenant was a young woman, not bad looking but a little stand-off-ish. She was only there a few months when she decided she didn't like our winters and moved back south to somewhere in Tennessee.
Next came the asshole. His name was Bobby, not Bob, Bobby. He had two dogs that he kept in the back yard and they did nothing but bark and howl all night long. He also had two or three girlfriends and a host of drinking buddies that would come and go until the wee hours of the morning. He didn't even try to fit in around here and I don't think anyone in the neighborhood liked him. He finally moved out just before winter and the place had been standing empty since then; until now, apparently.
***
"Did she say if they were from around here?" asked Brit.
"Nope, she was just finishing up by the time we talked. She looked like she was anxious to get going so I didn't want to hold her up."
"When are they supposed to move in? Did she say?" Britney asked.
"No," Bruce answered, "but the way she talked I'm sure it'll be soon."
Just then we heard a knock at the front door and Bruce's wife, Cathy, poked her head in. "Anybody home?"
"Yeah," Britney yelled, "we're in the kitchen."
With the rotten weather we'd been having we hadn't seen each other for a little while so there was more than enough gossip to catch up on and before we knew it, it was time for dinner. I ordered a pizza and it was well into the night by the time they left.
Two weeks later I was coming home from work on a Friday night and looking forward to the first warm weekend in a long time. I worked as an account rep, for a fastener company. We made specialty screws, nuts, and bolts to the customer's specifications. I had the largest territory in the company and there was always some crisis popping up here or there; it was the nature of the business. There were days I felt like pulling my hair out but the job paid well and it looked like there was a future to be made there so every day I gave it my best.
As I passed by the Tolliver house I saw a U-haul truck in the drive. Well, I thought, I guess we're about to meet our new neighbors.
Britney worked in the office of an insurance company and got off at four so she was already home and greeted me with her usual hug and kiss. We didn't have any particular schedule for making love but Friday nights were always a given. I could tell by the tongue action she gave me that Britney was looking forward to it as much as I was.
I followed her into the kitchen to help with dinner and my eyes instantly fixed on what was sitting in the middle of the table.
"Mmmmm, pineapple upside down cake; what's the occasion?"
"No occasion," she said pulling something out of the fridge. "Business was slow so I got off of work a little early today and thought I'd use the time to do something nice for my man. Besides, you're going to need the sugar rush for tonight."
I looked over and she had this mischievous little grin on her face. I've seen that look many times before and knew I was in for one hell of a night.
"I'll get started on the potatoes if you want to chop up the stuff for the salad," she said.
"Deal," I replied. I figured the faster we ate the faster we could get down to business. "Did you see the U-haul over at Dottie's place?"
"Yes, I did. We should probably go over there tomorrow and welcome them to the neighborhood, maybe bring them a bottle of wine or something."
"I suppose. I didn't see any dogs running around the yard, did you?"
She chuckled. "No, no dogs, all I saw was the truck."
"Yeah, me too; we still have a bottle of that blackberry wine down stairs, we'll take that. I haven't found anyone yet that doesn't like that stuff."
"Yeah, that'll be fine, honey."
"Maybe Bruce and Cathy would like to come along."
"They won't be home, remember; they left for her folks place in Wisconsin. They took off just before you got home. They'll be gone the whole weekend."
Since Britney mentioned it, I did remember them telling us that. Oh well, I thought, Brit and I would just have to do the welcome wagon thing by ourselves.
After dinner we took our cake and a cup of coffee out to the living room to eat while we watched a little TV. It didn't take long before Britney undid the buttons on my shirt and slipped her hand inside to rub my chest. I put my arm around her as she snuggled into my body. After a minute or so I felt her hand leave my chest and travel southward. She unzipped me then unbuckled my pants. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I felt her sneak under the elastic of my shorts.
My body inadvertently jumped and I leaned my head back against the couch when I felt her fingernails scrape along the tightly stretched skin of my erection.
"Oooh," she cooed softly into my ear, "is my baby enjoying himself?"
"Oh yeah," I sighed.
I felt my lovely wife slide her body down to the floor. She took a hold of my trousers, I lifted my hips and within seconds I could feel the cool leather of the couch under my bare ass and the air hitting my prominently displayed hard-on.
My breathing became more ragged in anticipation. I let out an involuntary groan as I felt her tongue start from the very bottom of my balls and slowly lick her way to the top of my cock. I felt the warmth of her precious mouth as it engulfed me.
Over the next few minutes she teased using her lips, her teeth, and her tongue to drive me to the very brink but not over the top.
I sat consumed by a euphoric fog.
"Don't move," she whispered. "I'll be right back...and don't open your eyes."
Her short absence gave me just enough time for a thousand questions to run through my mind. What was she up to?
Before I could begin to guess she was back. I felt something wet and cold surrounding my dick. I couldn't take it; I open my eyes to see what she was doing.
There knelt my cherished wife taking slices of pineapple and sliding them down my cock. She looked at me and giggled as she started to nibble away. The sensation was too much. I exploded, spewing cum into the air only to have it fall back down and mix with the sweet juices of the sequestering fruit.
Britney never missed a beat as she savored the erotic cocktail. By the time she was done with her dessert I was hard again. "Sorry," she said looking up at me and wrapping her fingers around my love pole, "but you're all sticky. There's no way you're putting that in me until we get you washed up. Come one," she said pulling my pants completely off so I could walk.
I follower her upstairs where we both hopped into the shower. Britney and I were staunch supporters of water conservation. To us it made no sense to shower alone.
I let my hands glide up and down Britney's luscious body, building her feminine body wash into a slippery, sensual lather. She turned and backed into me, reaching around with her hands and pulling me closer. She laid her head back on my shoulder with a sigh as my hands skated along the silky smooth, slick flesh of the woman I loved. Before running out of hot water, we had slipped, slithered, and slid each other to an earth shattering climax.
Once we dried one another off, we headed for the comfort of our bed. I came two more times, who knows how many times Britney came. I glanced at the clock as we snuggled together in preparation of a good night's sleep; it was past two in the morning.
The next day started much like the night before ended. I couldn't believe the morning woody I had after coming four times just a few hours before, but there it was, standing proudly.
It didn't go unnoticed by the vision of loveliness lying next to me either. Britney cooed into my ear as her left hand felt its way to my tent pole. She obviously awoke as wet as I did hard because within a few seconds she straddled my hips and lowered herself with ease. Brit leaned forward with a big grin, placed her hands on my chest, and started to rock back and forth. Within minutes we reached ecstasy together.
After we showered, dressed, and ate, I think we both felt like we could lick the world. We were a truly happy couple.
"So, what do you think...you ready to go over and meet our new neighbors?" asked Britney as we finished a late breakfast.
"Yeah, why not," I replied. "Let me get the wine and we'll take off."
Britney took my arm as we strolled along the sidewalk to the end of the block. I was a little surprised when I saw them still moving things in from the trailer. Maybe they need some help, I thought. As we got a little closer I had second thoughts about helping them.
"What the..." I said quietly enough so only Brit could hear me.
She gave me a slight poke in the ribs as if to say, 'don't judge a book by its cover,' but these two didn't look like anyone I would include into my circle of friends. The guy had long black stringy hair. There were several gold rings that traveled up the outside of his left ear and both earlobes had a hole in them the size of a dime. There was yet another gold ring protruding from his left eyebrow and he seemed to have tattoos everywhere.
The girl standing next to him was almost as bad with rings sticking out of her lip and eyebrow. She also had a small stud through her nostril. She was covered a little more than him but I was sure she had her share of tattoos as well. What a pair, I thought.
I was thinking about turning around and walking back to the house but my friendly wife killed my plan.
"Hi," she greeted them with a cheery voice and an outstretched hand. "My name is Britney, this is my husband, Taylor. We wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood."
"Hi, I'm Skip," he said shaking Brit's hand first then extending the courtesy to me. "This is Joy."
In spite of his appearance, he seemed like a friendly enough guy. I did have a problem with summing people up based solely on their looks sometimes. I considered it a character flaw and something I had to work on. No time like the present.
"We brought you a little house warming gift," I said with a smile. I presented him with the bottle of wine.
"Ah, we don't really like wine," he stated. "Why don't you keep it."
Okay...yeah, sometimes I rush to judgment based on people's looks, but sometimes first instincts are the best. I didn't consider his rebuke of our gift very sociable. Even if they didn't like wine he could have taken it, said thanks, and poured down the drain after we left.
"Oh, okay," I said in a tone that wasn't all that cordial. "Then I guess we'll enjoy it ourselves over dinner tonight."
Britney tried to be gracious and strike up a conversation but they acted like we were bothering them so we said our goodbyes and left after only a few minutes.
"I wonder if Dottie even meets any of these people before she rents out her house to them." Britney said on the way back to our place.
"Good question, I doubt it."
As far as I was concerned, I didn't need any more contact with our new neighbors and I knew Britney felt the same way.
By May first, winter was just a bad memory. The trees were budding, the birds were singing, and golf season was upon us. The street was just starting to glow from the cresting sun as I drove over to Bruce's house. He was all smiles as I popped my trunk so his golf bag could keep mine company on the way to the course.
"Hey Pal, what a beautiful morning for a round a golf," he said.
"Yeah, let's hope you feel the same way when we're done," I joked.
"So, did you meet the new neighbors yet?"
"Oh yeah; Britney and I went over there with a bottle of wine when they first moved in. The guy told us to drink it ourselves."
"He did? Was he joking?"
"No he wasn't joking. The guy's a jackass. Even Britney didn't like them and you know her, she likes everybody."
"Huh, they seemed alright to me. You just don't like all the piercings and tattoos."
"No, it wasn't that, they were rude. I was going to offer to help them carry some of the furniture in but changed my mind when we tried talking to them."
"They were probably just tired, or maybe they'd just had a fight or something."
"Possibly," I responded, "but they sure haven't gone out of their way to be friendly. I haven't seen them since we went over there."
"I don't know, maybe they're embarrassed by the way they acted. Cathy and I ran into them in the store the other day and they seemed friendly enough then. We talked for quite a while."
"Maybe they were tired, like you said. So, Brucy old buddy, same as last year? Loser buys the beer?" I asked, changing the subject.
It was so nice to get out on the course again. The crappy winter made us appreciate the beautiful weather all that much more. There was still a little fog in the air as we approached the first tee so we waited a couple minutes for it to lift. When it did there were three deer crossing the fairway, not thirty yards in front of us. Neither Bruce nor I played very well but we didn't care, it was just great to be out there.
On the way home Bruce asked if I was going to have a Memorial Day party. Britney and I started throwing a back yard Bar-B-Que, slash party about three years ago and it's become kind of a tradition. Between neighbors, friends, and relatives we had over forty people at the last one.
"Yeah," I answered. "We haven't really talked about it but I don't see why not."
"Alright," he said with a big smile, "I'll have Cathy call Brit and see how we can help.
Over the next couple of weeks Britney and I started to make plans. Bruce and Cathy were over as we were going through the list of invitees.
"Are you going to invite our new neighbors?" asked Bruce.
"Who... you mean the two renting Dottie's place? No," I told him, "they're not on the list."
"Come on, Taylor, the whole neighborhood's going to be here. You're going to hurt their feelings if you don't invite them. Give them another chance."
I looked at Brit. She looked at me and just shrugged her shoulders.
"Okay, honey, put them on the list, what the hell."
As word got out about the party, everyone volunteered to bring a side dish, or in some cases, liquor. In the past we grilled hot dogs and hamburgers but Britney suggested we do it up right this year and get ribs. Since all we had to worry about was the main course, I agreed. Besides, it gave Brit a chance to show off her new recipe for bar-b-que sauce. Damn it was good.



Of course the Memorial Day weekend started Friday night in our bedroom. Britney was insatiable. My tongue was so tired I didn't think I'd be able to talk for days. Saturday we went to the store and picked up the ribs we had ordered for the cook-out. Sunday, Bruce and I played golf. Later that night Britney and I just took it easy knowing we had a big day ahead of us.
Monday morning I slowly opened my eyes to bright rays of sunlight streaming in through the blinds. They filled the entire room with a warm, welcoming glow. I was lying on my side, spooning my lovely wife. My left arm was draped over her shoulder but I had somehow managed to get my right arm under her pillow where it fell asleep. It was passed the tingling sensation and completely, totally dead.
It was still too early to get up so I tried to sneak my arm out from under my wife's head without disturbing her but it didn't work.
"Mmmmm," she sighed as she rolled over toward me with a big smile. "Good morning handsome."
Without trying to show her my discomfort right away, I reached over and kissed her soft lips. Her smile widened and she started to snuggle into me again.
"Ah, honey, I'm sorry but I have to get up. My arm's asleep."
"Oh," she said sitting up so I could pull it free. She laughed while I stomped around, doing my best Quasimodo impersonation while swinging my deadened arm from side to side. Damn what a miserable feeling, it was as if I had a ten pound sack of sand hanging from my shoulder.
Britney told me to come over and sit on the bed then gently massaged it back to life. By this time we were both awake so we showered and had some breakfast before starting preparations for our big soirée.
As the morning progressed, Bruce and Cathy came over with some folding chairs and card tables. Bruce helped me string up some outdoor lights in the back yard before setting up the tables and chairs while I got the grill going. Cathy pitched in, helping Britney in the kitchen. By eleven o'clock some of the early arrivals were helping to get the food laid out and by noon we had a full blown party going on.
I, of course being the head chef, was busy brushing healthy helpings of sauce on slabs of ribs and grilling them to perfection while my lovely bride acted as hostess. Terry, one of our other neighbors, had a warming vat that kept butter melted just right so you could immerse an ear of corn in it then pull it out dripping liquid gold in color. Josh, a friend of mine from work, was manning the kegs and filling everyone's glasses to the top with a frothy, frosty head. Then there was Bill, the Margarita king from down the street. Bill had learned to make Margaritas in Mexico and was now well known for his magic green concoction. I told him he should have business cards made up saying, "Have blender will travel." I had him set up at a table right in the middle of the yard for easy access.
It was about three in the afternoon and the party was going strong when my charming wife joined me for the first time in an hour or so.
"Don't blow your gasket, Taylor."
"Huh, why would I blow my gasket, what happened," I asked confused.
Britney motioned to the side with her head. My eyes followed along the imaginary route she indicated. That's when I saw our two new neighbors walking my way.
"Holy, shi..."
"Easy," Britney begged.
Everyone was dressed casually; after all it was the start of summer and the temperature was in the mid-seventies, but these two...Skip had on a pair of short levis cut-offs that were riding so low on his hips you could see his pubic hair sticking out the top. He was covered with tattoos from the waist up, all of which were on full display along with the ring sticking through his left nipple. As a fashion accessory to complete his ensemble, he wore a pair of flip-flops; that was it, his entire wardrobe.
His girlfriend, Joy, had on the same kind of cut-offs except hers were even shorter. The lower part of her butt cheeks were totally exposed and the only reason you couldn't see her pubic hair was that she didn't have any. On top she wore a white tee-shirt that was tied in a knot just under her breasts. The fabric was so thin and thread-bare that both of her ring laden nipples almost poked right through it. She also had several tattoos, mostly on her shoulders and arms but the one that caught my eye was of a lizard that was partially hidden by her shorts as it appeared to be crawling down her stomach toward her pussy.
"Hey man, how's it going?" Skip asked extending his hand. "Thanks for the heads-up, this looks like a blast."
I shook hands but I just didn't like this guy. Forget all the piercings, tattoos, and lack of wardrobe etiquette; he just had a way about him that seemed snide and arrogant. I was sure I would regret letting Bruce talk me into inviting them before the end of the day.
Joy didn't say anything. She looked around and seemed bored already. Of course neither brought anything, not even a six pack which I always thought was the minimum offering when invited to a party.
"Come on, you two," Britney said taking them both by the arm, "let me introduce you around. Most of the people here live in the neighborhood."
Thankfully she led them away. I kind of kept an eye on them and was amused at some of the looks they were getting. I was sure they would be the topic of local gossip for months to come.
I had been slaving over a hot grill and nursing a couple of beers for hours before deciding it was time for a break. I think the only person who hadn't eaten yet was me anyway. I fixed myself a plate and looked around for my wife. She was sitting with a group of laughing women so I decide to settle for some manly company instead. I tracked down Bruce and pulled up a chair.
"You finally taking a break?" he asked.
"Yeah, my feet are sore from standing around."
"You see our new neighbors?"
"Yeah, I saw them as soon as they got here."
"Damn, that Joy has a sweet little body, doesn't she. I'd sure like to see where that lizard is headed," he said with a devilish tone in his voice.
I chuckled. "Cathy would hit you over the head with a brick it you tried to find out," I joked back.
"That's for sure." It doesn't hurt just to look though. Did you see she has both of those pretty little titties pierced with nipple rings?"
"You'd have to be blind not to see them, Bruce. She's not at all shy about showing them off; in fact neither of them are bashful." I took a bite from my corn-on-the-cob and looked around. "Where are they? Did they go home already?" One could only hope.
"No, they're around here someplace. The last I saw of them they were with Britney. I think she was trying to make them feel welcome."
"Yup, that's my Britney. She's over there with Cathy and some of the other ladies though."
"There they are," said Bruce looking behind us.
I glanced back and saw Skip and Joy sitting at one of the long card tables with a couple of beers in their hand. There were five or six large plastic cups stacked up next to them. I assumed that was for both of them.
After eating it was about time to exchange my chef's hat for my host cap. I joined my wife and her friends.
"Hello dear," slurred Brit.
"Ah, hello gorgeous," I replied flirting with my slightly tipsy significant other. "And just how many of those have you had, my darling?"
She held up what was left of one of Bill's famous margaritas. "Oh, two or three," she muttered with a little grin.
I was hoping she didn't get too drunk. I would never have admitted it, but that little slut, Joy, had me horny as hell. All I could think of was what I was going to do to my own little slut later that night.
For about the next hour Britney and I socialized with our reveling friends. I pretty much stayed away from the gruesome-twosome though. I really didn't want to be too friendly with them for fear they'd start hanging around. Unfortunately my lovely wife didn't share my reluctance. When I saw she was no longer at my side I looked around and saw the three of them standing on the other side of the yard, talking. I watched for a minute as Joy appeared to be showing off her piercings to my wife. Britney seemed enthralled as our young guest exhibited them one by one.
I saw my wife picking up the conversation while pointing to Joy's boobs. I was totally shocked when Brit cautiously reached up and felt her nipple rings. I was sure it was at Joy's invitation but even so...
Next it was Skip's chance. He turned his head and tugged on his earlobe to give Brit a better look. I wasn't sure if she was acting or it was the margaritas, but she seemed to be enjoying herself. She laughed at one point and put her hand to her mouth; that's when I thought I saw her look down at his crotch but I was too far away to be sure. It looked like Joy said something to Skip then he stuck out his tongue. What the hell, I thought. Was he being rude again? Brit didn't seem to be offended...I had to see what the hell was going on.
"Hi honey," she greeted as I walked up. "Joy and Skip here were showing me all their body jewelry. You should feel her nipple rings, they're really neat."
Joy turned toward me as if offering me a feel. I didn't even look at Skip to see what he thought of the idea.
"No, no, that's perfectly alright, I'm sure they feel great," I said jokingly.
"It's okay if you want to feel them," said Skip.
"I'll pass," I replied.
"Show him you tongue," Britney slurred.
Skip stuck his tongue out, that's when I saw what had my wife so animated. He had a big stud sticking right through it. It almost made my stomach cringe when I thought of how painful it must have been to have that done. He wiggled it around so I could get a better look. It had two balls on either end.
"How do you eat with that thing?" I asked.
"Ask Joy," he replied with a laugh.
Being the oral couple we were, both Britney and I picked up on his little joke immediately.
Joy chimed right in. "Oh God, it's the most incredible thing ever."
I guess I shouldn't have been surprised, we were all adults, but their behavior just seemed a little forward for someone we'd only known a little while. At the same time I could only imagine what thoughts were going through the head of my tongue loving wife. Of course it didn't take her long to let me know.
"Oh Taylor," she turned toward me to speak. She was almost gushing. I knew it was mostly from the booze. "Can you get one of those?"
"Not hardly," I joked dismissively. Brit stuck her lower lip out to show me she was pouting.
Skip piped up again, he was obviously very proud of his ability to withstand pain. "I also have a Prince Albert. Do you know what that is?"
"Yes," I said letting my irritation with his crudeness show, "I know what a Prince Albert is. Do me a favor and don't go showing it around, okay?"
"Joy also has her hood pierced, maybe you like to see that for yourself," chanted the obnoxious prick.
"Ah, no, I would appreciate it if you two just kept your hidden piercings hidden."
Thank goodness I heard a couple of the guys calling me over for a game of lawn darts because I was really getting pissed again.
I didn't care if it was rude or not, I leaned over and whispered in my wife's ear telling her not to ignore the other guests. She promised she wouldn't and I excused myself.
My partner and I won the first three games of lawn darts so we had been at it for over an hour before being sent to the showers, figuratively of course. I walked over to the keg and drew myself a tall one; it was only my third for the entire day. After a couple of sips I looked around for Brit but didn't see her.
She must be inside, I thought, and since I had to tap a kidney, I was sure I'd run into her in the house. The first floor washroom was occupied so I went upstairs. On the way it occurred to me that Bill's margaritas had hit her a little harder than she thought they would and she might be in the bedroom lying down. When I was done in the bathroom I checked the bedrooms but Brit was nowhere to be found.
When I returned to the party I scanned the entire back yard, looking for my slightly inebriated wife. At first I didn't see Joy or Skip either and was relieved thinking they'd gone home. Unfortunately that comforting thought didn't last long when I spotted Joy talking to a couple of the other ladies.
I picked up the beer I'd set down earlier and walked around while keeping an eye out for Britney. Bruce and Cathy were sitting under the big Oak tree in the far corner of the yard talking with another couple, so I wandered over that way.
Al and Mildred Higgans was an elderly couple that lived behind Bruce's place. "Hey Taylor, another great party," commented Al. "You and Britney get better at this every year."
"Thanks Al. Speaking of Britney, has anyone seen her later, I seem to have misplaced my wife."
Cathy spoke first. "No, I haven't seen her in a while, Taylor."
"Me neither," offered Mildred. "The time last I saw her, she was talking to that guy with the long hair."
"You mean Skip? That guy's something else, isn't he," remarked Bruce.
That's when it hit me; it was the first time all day that I had seen one without the other. I stood there trying to act casual as I searched around, now looking for Skip. I looked over and saw Joy in the same spot as before but still absent her partner.
From the day I met Britney she had never given me a reason to question her fidelity but I knew how much she'd had to drink and I remembered her reaction to that asshole's stud. I was getting a very bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. I excused myself to start my search in earnest.
There was no way she could get her car out of the garage, there were too many vehicles blocking our drive. If they were together would they take a chance of someone seeing them sneak off to his place? I doubted it. That left only one place, they had to be in the house somewhere; most likely in the basement, although we just used it as storage. There was nothing down there except boxes and things, nowhere to fool around if that's what they were really up to.
I opened the door to the basement and listened...nothing. Just to be safe I tiptoed down the stairs until I could see, nope, nothing. A sense of relief washed over me. What was I thinking? Britney would never cheat on me, even if she was a little smashed. I closed the door and was about to continue my search when I heard her unmistakable shriek of ecstasy coming from the garage.
No, it can't be, I told myself. I had to force my hand to turn the doorknob. I can't even describe what I felt next. My logical, clear thinking that I had always relied on in a crisis, ceased to function. Any brainwaves had been replaced with emotions, tons and tons of emotions all swirling around inside me like a train wreck, one smashing into another over and over. It was if someone put blinders on me, my peripheral vision was non-existent as my eyes focused like lasers on the two in front of me.
Britney was sitting on the fender of her car, leaning back with both hands on the hood for support. Her body was arched with her head thrown back and her eyes closed. Skip was hunched over between her legs. He had his right arm under her left leg holding it up and out of his way. His left hand pushed against the inner thigh of her right leg to give him more room. Her panties were tangled up inside her shorts and hung from her ankle.
My blood ran cold and I felt clammy as I saw him busily lapping away at what was supposed to be exclusively mine. Britney fought to stifle her cries of gratification; the same cries that used to give me such pleasure were now ripping my heart to pieces.
The two were so wrapped up in their hedonistic paradise they weren't yet aware of their discovery. I could almost feel my adrenal glands going into overdrive as I quickly closed the gap between us. I reached out and grabbed a handful of Skip's long black locks and yanked him backwards as hard as I could. I heard him yell out as his ass hit the hard cement floor. I thought I also heard Britney scream but I wasn't sure. It was as if I was on autopilot and wasn't aware of what was happening around me.
Skip tried to twist out of my grip but I had a good hold of his hair and held his head down as I pulled him into the kitchen, through the patio doors, and back to the party.
Everyone froze at the sound of his screams. They watched in shock as I drug the son-of-a-bitch halfway across the yard. "Get this mother-fucker out of my sight before I kill him," I yelled as I threw him at Joy's feet.
As soon as I released his hair Skip spun around to get back on his feet and lunged at me, throwing a wild punch that missed by a mile. He stumbled forward then turned around for a second try but I was waiting for him. I caught him right above his left eye with the hardest punch I'd ever thrown in my life. He went down like a sack of potatoes.
I turned around when I heard some scuffling in back of me and saw that Joy had attempted to join the fight by attacking me from behind but was being restrained by Cathy and a couple others. I looked at Skip again, who was still on the ground thrashing around in a pool of blood. Evidently my punch caught the ring he had through his eyebrow and ripped the skin wide open. He was bleeding like a stuck pig.
Joy was crying and screaming to be freed so she could help the SOB. When they let her go she ran over and knelt down to help him up. You could hear a pin drop as everyone watched Joy help Skip to his feet then take off down the drive and out to the sidewalk.
"Sorry everybody," I bellowed, "but the party's over. Everyone go home...please."
I knew everybody was dying to know what happened but respectfully they all dispersed.
I staggered over to the patio and watched as the women grabbed the bowls and dishes of leftover food that they brought. The guys glanced my way from time to time but no one bothered me. Finally the only ones left were Bruce and Cathy.
"What the hell happened?" they asked almost in unison.
"Please guys, not now. I just want to be left alone, really."
"Taylor, your hand..." Cathy exclaimed.
I looked down and saw my right hand was all scratched up and bloody. Skip must have reached up and dug into my skin with his fingernails in an attempt to make me let go, but I didn't even feel it.
Cathy looked around, I'm sure she was looking for Britney. I think she was about to go look for her but Bruce took her by the arm. "Come on, honey," he said leading her away.
Cathy turned and looked at me over her shoulder, "We're here if you need us...and get that hand looked at."
I just nodded my head.
Finally it was quiet. I looked at the table in front of me. Not more than six feet away was a half empty bottle of Jim Beam that someone left. I picked it up and poured some of it over my hand, it makes a great antiseptic. I sat down on one of the folding chairs and took a swig from the bottle; I wasn't going to waste it all on my hand.
I was still numb. I couldn't think straight. I kept asking myself what happened. It was all kind of a blur.
I leaned back in my chair and took another belt; I could feel the effects of the eighty-proof elixir as it burned my throat on the way down. I just sat there, staring into space for a while. Slowly my mind started to refocus. Almost like in a dream I saw images of my sweet, lovely Britney spreading her legs for another man. I could feel my heart pounding with anxiety.
How, I asked myself, how could she do this? How could she destroy what we have? I wanted to ask her in person but I was still way too tightly wound. I didn't trust myself. I'd never so much as touched a woman in anger before but I couldn't ever remember being so angry...or so hurt before either.



I had to get control. I had to find a way to calm down before I had a stroke. I had to get away, even if it was just for a little while. The problem was I didn't even trust myself behind the wheel of a car. The only place I could think of was Plato's Place, a local bar a few blocks down the street. Bruce and I went there sometimes to grab a beer and play some pool.
As I took one more sip of Beam before standing up, it occurred to me that I hadn't seen Britney. I wondered if she was still home or if she'd taken off too. I went inside and thought I'd check our bedroom first, but as I walked through the kitchen I heard her crying. I looked into the garage. She was sitting on the concrete with her back leaning against the wheel of her car. She was still naked from the waist down with her shorts wrapped around her ankle. It looked like she simply slid down from the fender to the floor and that's where she stayed. She had her face buried in her hands as she sat there sobbing. I don't even think she was aware of me standing there.
Under different circumstances I would have run to her aid, put my arm around her and comforted her. That was then, this is now. I was still angry and had no intention of coming to her rescue.
I went to the bathroom to wash the blood from my hands then walked through the house and out the front door slamming it behind me. I wanted her to know I was leaving.
There was almost no one in the bar when I walked in. Andy, the owner was bartending. He probably couldn't get anyone to work on the holiday. I sat on a barstool and ordered a beer.
"Shit man, what'd you do, stick your hand into a shredder?"
"Yeah, something like that," I replied.
I think he could see I wasn't in the mood for chit-chat so he moved down to the other end of the bar and pretended to be busy. I sat with a blank look on my face, quietly trying to assess the situation. I never believed Britney would cheat on me so I never thought about what I'd do if she did.
What am I going to do now, was all I could think. Those words kept going around and around in my head. I was so deep in thought that I wasn't even aware of Bruce sitting on the stool next to me until her ordered.
"Hey Andy, draw me a cold one from the tap, will you?"
"You bet," I heard Andy respond.
Bruce turned his head about half way in my direction. "Sorry, old buddy, I saw you leave the house. I know you said you wanted to be alone but I thought I'd just come and keep you company. If you don't want to talk, don't talk but I'm here if you do."
Andy brought a frosty mug of beer to Bruce then went over to sit on the stool he had behind the bar to watch TV. Bruce and I sat in silence for several minutes.
"I caught that mother-fucker with his face between Britney's legs," I finally said.
"Shit, I knew it must be something like that. I'd never seen you so angry. Hell, I'm not sure I've ever seen anyone that angry. Did he force her?"
"No he didn't force her. If he had I would have probably killed the son-of-a-bitch. He had that damn stud in his tongue. Britney loves oral, more than anyone I've ever seen. I knew her fricken panties got wet as soon as she saw it, but I never... I...I still can't believe it, Bruce. I saw it with my own eyes and I still can't fucking believe it."
"I'm sorry my friend, I'm truly sorry. She did have quite a lot to drink."
"That's no excuse, Bruce. She wasn't that drunk, she was sober enough to be enjoying herself."
"Maybe he slipped something into her drink, you know, like a date rape drug or something."
I hadn't even thought of anything like that. I sure wouldn't have put it past the scum-bag, but how would I know? And...
"Why would he bring a date rape drug to a cookout? I mean, he had his girl there. You yourself said she was a little fox. No, I don't buy it, Bruce. I wish I did but it just doesn't make sense. The first thing Britney did after seeing that stud in his tongue was ask me to get one too. I blew it off of course, but I think she was more serious than I thought. No, the booze probably played a part, but I think she just had to know what it felt like. She probably made some comment and he, being the sleazebag he is, saw his chance and pounced on it."
Bruce had nothing to say to that so we sat in silence for another few minutes before he spoke again.
"When I saw you leave I sent Cathy over to the house to check on Britney, I hope that's alright."
"Yeah, I don't care. She was on the floor in the garage, crying when I left."
"Do you know what you're going to do?"
"Not a clue," I told him. "I'm still not thinking straight yet." I had to take a deep breath. "Damn it, Bruce, I just can't believe she'd do something like this. What the hell was she thinking? She knows damn well I won't stand for anything like that; trust, loyalty, that's what makes a marriage, when it's lost the marriage is over, she knows that as well as I do."
"Taylor, look you said yourself you're not thinking clearly right now. Don't go making any decisions yet. I know this is bad but it's nothing that can't be fixed. Take some time, listen to her side of the story, maybe go for counseling, I'm sure you guys can work things out."
"Yeah? I wouldn't be so sure," I grumbled.
Again we sat nursing our beers in silence for a while until Bruce convinced me to go home. When we walked in I could see through the living room and into the kitchen. Cathy and Britney were sitting at the table with a couple of coffee cups in front of them. My fallen wife was facing our way and looked up when she heard us. She was a mess, her eyes were red and puffy from crying, her cheeks were stained from the tears, and her whole face looked swollen.
It had been four hours since I caught them together, I thought I was over my rage but seeing her again brought it right back to the surface. I still couldn't talk to her, not yet.
"I'm going upstairs and take a shower," I told Bruce. "Maybe I can wash some of this anger off."
"Okay, old buddy, I'll stay down here with the girls, but..." he hesitated. "Look man, you've got to talk to her. You two are to good together to let this break you up, don't let that happen, please."
"Bruce right now I don't know what's going to happen. I'm not promising anything."
I went up to our bedroom and closed the door. I wouldn't normally do that. I wasn't afraid of Cathy or Bruce coming up, they'd never do that knowing I was taking a shower, it was a way of still closing myself off from Britney. I didn't want her up there while I was getting undressed. Of course it was mostly symbolic. All she had to do was open the damn thing if she wanted to come in. I thought about that as I sat on the bed to take my socks off. She was my wife and I didn't want her in the room as I undressed. I think that's when I realized just how much trouble our marriage was really in.
For the first time since seeing them together, I felt something besides anger. It wasn't sadness, not yet anyway; I was sure that would come but I was still too angry for that. It was tension, apprehension, the thought that this really could be the end for Britney and me.
I stepped inside the shower and let the hot water hammer into my flesh. There's nothing like a good hot shower; I closed my eyes and for a moment, forgot about all about my troubles. I faced the torrent of water and ran my fingers through my hair. I took a deep breath and allowed myself to be consumed by the steamy mist.
By the time I was done and dressed I actually felt a little better, as good as could be expected anyway. I at least felt like I could face my wife without punching her.
All heads turned my way when I walked into the kitchen but no one made a sound. I walked over to the counter and poured myself a cup of coffee. Still facing the counter with my back to everyone, I took a sip then just stared down, into the cup.
Cathy was the first to break the silence. "Taylor the police were here earlier looking for you."
"Oh?"
"Yeah, Joy took Skip to the emergency. The one cop said they had to sew him up, I guess he got seventeen stitches."
"Au, my heart bleeds for him," I said mockingly.
"I don't think you really have anything to worry about. I told them you and Skip got into an argument over his rude behavior and that he swung first...that you were just defending yourself. I told them if they didn't believe me there were about forty other people who saw it and would all swear to the same thing."
"Thanks, Cath, what'd they say then, do they still want to see me?"
"No, I don't think so, but they want you to call them. They gave me a card with a Lieutenant Anderson's number on it. I left it on the end table next to the lamp."
"Okay, thanks, Cathy."
I heard a chair move behind me then felt Bruce's hand on my shoulder.
"Give her a chance, Taylor. It was a moment of weakness. We're all human, we all make mistakes, and we all deserve a second change."
I listened to what he said but the words didn't have much of an affect. I'm pretty sure he could sense my mood.
As Bruce walked away it was Cathy's turn to plead for my wife. I knew she was behind me but I still hadn't turned around.
"Please, Taylor, she's sorry; she's so sorry, she didn't mean to hurt you."
"Come on, Cathy, we've done all we can here, now it's up to them," barked Bruce from the living room.
A moment later we were alone. I finally turned around, walked over and sat down at the other end of the table. I took a deep breath before raising my head and looking at my adulterous wife.
I knew it was childish but I couldn't help myself. I wanted to lash out, to hurt her. I wanted to send her a message.
"Tell me, after you were done with his tongue did you have plans to see how the ring in his dick felt as well?"
"Taylor," she sobbed, "no! I'm sorry, I..."
"Yeah, I know, you were drunk. You couldn't help yourself."
She sniffled a couple times before answering. "No, I won't make excuses. The minute I saw that stud in his tongue I could almost feel it rubbing against my pussy. Then Joy didn't help matters. We were talking about it before you came over. She was trying to describe how it felt but how do you describe a sensation like that. All she did was manage to get me so horny I couldn't even think straight."
She took a tissue from the box that Cathy left behind and wiped her eyes before continuing.
"When you and I were walking around talking to people it was all I could think of. That's why I let you do all the talking. I couldn't get it out of my mind. Then later Skip was coming out of the bathroom as I was going in. He said, 'Coming to see how it feels for yourself?' Then he flicked his tongue out at me and moved it all around. God, Taylor, I was just so fucking horny I..."
She stopped talking again to blow her nose then wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.
"Anyway, he took my hand and opened the garage door. 'Come on,' he said, 'we can do it right in here.' Like an idiot I followed him in. I'm sorry, Taylor. I knew it was wrong but I wanted it so bad, I...I..."
She almost broke down but quickly regained what little composure she had.
"He shut the door and we walked over to my car. I stood there while he pulled my shorts down. My panties came down right with them. He had me step out of them with one leg then he put his hands around my waist and hoisted me up on the car."
"Alright, alright, no more, I don't want to hear another fucking word," I said.
"Taylor, please tell me you'll forgive me. I...I know it'll take time, Cathy suggested going to a marriage counselor. I'll do anything to make it up to you, please."
"Britney I don't even know what I'm feeling yet. I know I've never been so angry in my entire life. It was all I could do to keep myself from kicking that bastard's head off today. I...I'm hurt and disappointed...I'm, shit I just don't know what I am. Right now I have no idea if I'll ever be able to forgive you, I guess only time will tell."
I got up and walked out to the living room leaving her sitting at the table still sniffling. I was dead tired and it was barely dark outside. I flopped down in my recliner and stretched out, closing my eyes and wishing this day had never happened. Why did I ever let Bruce talk me into inviting them in the first place? I knew it was a bad idea, the little voice inside my head told me I was making a mistake but did I listen, no. Never again, I told myself, never again will I let someone talk me into something that contradicted that little voice in my head, never again.
After a little while I heard the patio door sliding open then the rattling of bottles. I guessed Britney was cleaning up the back yard, good. I hadn't even thought of it but the last thing I needed was a bunch of drunken raccoons staggering all around the back yard at night and eating the leftovers. I heard her walk back and forth a few times and opening the refrigerator now and then. I almost felt guilty for not helping...almost.
I was drifting in and out of a semi-conscious state, not really sleeping but at least trying to give my brain a little reprieve. I had no idea how long I'd been laying there when I heard Britney's voice.
"Taylor, are you awake?"
I opened my eyes and glanced out the window. It was completely dark outside.
"Are you hungry?" she asked in weakened voice.
"What time is it?"
"It's about nine-thirty. Are you hungry? We have plenty of leftovers. I could heat up some ribs or make you a sandwich if you'd like."
"No, I'm not hungry," I snapped.
"Okay," she meekly responded. "I...I'm just going to go to bed then, is that okay?"
"Fine," I curtly answered.
"Are...will you be coming up later?"
"I don't know. Go to bed."
She didn't say anymore. I listened as she climbed the stairs, it sounded like she was walking up the steps of a gallows. I could almost envision myself pulling the lever. I was surprised at how angry I still was. It didn't seem to be going away. Then I wondered who I was angrier with, Britney or that asshole, Skip.
Just then my stomach rumbled. Evidently I was hungry. I went into the kitchen and stuck some ribs in the microwave then grabbed some potato salad and a beer out of the fridge to wash it all down.
While I sat at the table eating, I asked myself the same question as before, who was I most angry at? As pissed as I was at Britney, I downright hated Skip. I didn't care how many stiches he got, it wasn't nearly enough. I wanted of piece of him. I wanted to ruin his life like he was ruining mine.
I finished eating then took another beer with me to go sit down and watch the ten o'clock news. I stretched out on the couch and don't even remember getting to the weather forecast before falling asleep.
When I woke up the next morning I was surprised I slept so soundly. I think I was just so worn out from all the stress. It was a good hour earlier than I needed to get up but that was okay. I showered downstairs then slipped into our bedroom to grab some clothes from the closet. I looked at Britney in the bed and it looked like she cried herself to sleep. I was dressed and out of the house before she woke up.
I stopped by a Denny's for breakfast on the way to work and was still walking in twenty minutes early. Linda, my secretary, had just beaten me in by a few minutes.
"Good morning, Taylor. How was your long weekend?" she said looking up with a smile.
I was sure Linda would know the whole story eventually, but right then I didn't want to talk about it.
"Fine," I replied almost choking on my lie. I started into my office then had a thought. "Linda, you're pretty good on that computer, aren't you."
She looked a little puzzled. "What do you mean; pretty good, how?"
"I mean at finding things. Every time I've asked you to look something up for me you've always been able to find the information."
"Well, yeah, I guess. It's part of my job, why?"
"What about personal information on somebody; you know, like credit card accounts, banking information, where they work, people they know, things like that?"
"Ah...well actually my brother would be the one you'd want for stuff like that but what's this all about, Taylor? I wouldn't want him getting mixed up in anything illegal."
I thought for a minute, I didn't know if what I wanted was illegal or not. "I don't really think it's illegal," I told her. "I don't want to go to jail either. Would you mind calling him when you can and just let me talk to him?"
She agreed but said she couldn't get ahold of him until the afternoon. I got myself a cup of coffee then headed into my office while telling Linda I didn't want to be disturbed for a while. I was getting a little nervous. I had to call Lieutenant Anderson and I had no idea what to expect. I wondered if they would arrest me.
I took a deep breath and looked out my window while taking a few sips of machine dispensed coffee. I figured there was no sense putting it off. I pulled out my cell and dialed the number from the card they left at my house.
"Police department, Officer Gordon speaking."
"Yes, this is Taylor Benet. Is Lieutenant Anderson there, please?"
"Hold on," he said before the phone went dead for a moment.
"Mr. Benet, thanks for calling. I wanted to talk to you about an altercation you had with Mr. Ackerman at your house."
"You mean Skip? That's the only name I know him by. Yeah, I invited him to my bar-b-que and he turned out to be a real jerk. He was rude to my other guests, made a pass at my wife, then took a swing at me when I finally asked him to leave."
"Yeah, that pretty well corroborates what one of your neighbors told me. I don't think you have anything to worry about. I told Mr. Ackerman I didn't think it would be a good idea to press charges against you. With all the witnesses you had to back up your story of self-defense, I said he'd be lucky if you didn't turn around and charge him with assault and battery. I'm pretty sure he decided to just let it go."
"Thank you, Lieutenant. You know that's not a bad idea, maybe I should press charges," I said. I was actually testing the waters. I wanted to see what he'd say.
"Mr. Benet, my advice would be to just forget it. These things between neighbors can get blown way out proportion. The next thing you know, somebody's getting hurt."
As much as I wanted to get back at that asshole, the Lieutenant sounded like he knew what he was talking about. I thanked him and hung up being relieved that at least I didn't have to worry about going to jail...at least not yet.
Later that afternoon Linda told me her brother was on the phone. I had never met him so he introduced himself as Dan. When I told him what I wanted to do he explained that there were legal ways of getting information on someone without having to hack into their computers but he wasn't sure what good the information would do me.
"There's a hundred different sources out there," he told me. "The easiest way is to just go to a data broker. I can get credit card information, bank account numbers, what loans are outstanding, how much he owes on his car; all kinds of personal and financial information. It's the same thing employers do when vetting a new job applicant these days; but, if you're talking about manipulating his bank accounts or anything like that then you're talking jail time if you're caught."
"No, that's no good. I sure as hell don't want to go to jail over this asshole," I told him. "What about criminal records or outstanding warrants, things like that?"
"Oh sure, that's no problem at all. What is it that you want to do to this guy?"
"I want to make his life a living hell," I replied with venom in my voice.
"I see. Remind me not to get on your bad side," he joked. "What do you know about him?"
"Nothing, only that he's renting a house at thirteen fifty eight Prospect Ave, his name is Skip Ackerman and he's either married to, or living with a girl named Joy."



"That's it? You don't even know his full name? I'm sure Skip is a nickname. That doesn't help me at all. You say he rents this house, do you know if any of the utilities were put in his name?"
"I don't know for sure but I doubt it."
"Taylor you've got to get me something to work with. What about a license plate number?"
"Yeah, I can get that for you. He's got an old, beat-up truck. It's always parked in the drive. Would that do it?"
"Yeah," he responded, "that'll do fine."
I told him I'd get Skip's plate number on the way home. Dan seemed very knowledgeable but not very reassuring about what I wanted to do. I was starting to feel discouraged.
Between trying to come up with some kind of a plan to ruin Skip's life and working through the anger I felt for my wife, the entire day was a total bust. I got nothing done. It was getting close to quitting time and I had no idea how I was going to deal with my wife's infidelity yet. Divorce seemed awful drastic for a one time slip up, especially with the booze involved; besides...I still loved her. Love isn't something you just switch off...'now you see it, now you don't,' kind of thing.
The problem was trust, or should I say the lack of it. Even taking in consideration the amount of alcohol she had, she sure didn't put up much of a fight. Was this really the first time, or just the first time she was caught? How would I know? Would she tell me the truth if I asked her? Doubtful...
On the way home, I had a pen and paper all ready to write down Skip's license number but wouldn't you know it, his truck was gone. That's okay, I told myself, I'll take a walk tonight and get it then. The walk will do me good anyway.
It was the first time in our marriage that Britney had been home as I walked in and she didn't rush up and give me a big kiss and hug. She wanted to but I could see the uncertainty in her face as she approached. She was looking to me for a signal so I gave her one; I shook my head no and saw her hope collapse.
What did she expect, I wondered, that after one day all would be forgiven?
She lowered her head and I thought she was going to start crying again, but instead, announced dinner would be ready in half an hour. I ran upstairs to take a quick shower. That's when I decided on my first course of action. I looked into our closet and everything was the same, at least in appearance...but things weren't the same. I didn't feel the same way toward my wife as I had the previous morning.
I started moving my clothes from the closet in our room to the closet in the guest room. When I was done there, I moved my toiletries into the hall bathroom.
Britney must have heard me walking back and forth. "What are you doing?" she asked from the top of the landing.
"I think it's better if I sleep in the guest room for a while," I announced.
"Oh Taylor, please don't do that, please. Let me make it up to you somehow. I'll..."
"I need some time, Britney," I coldly interjected.
She knew it was useless to argue with me. She lowered her head and turned to go back down the stairs. "Okay, Taylor, I'm sorry," she muttered as she left.
The rest of the evening was very quiet. It appeared she was going to give me the time I needed; but time to do what, I still didn't know.
We sat on opposite ends of the couch and watched the news, after which Brit said she was going to bed. She looked at me and again I could see the hope in her eyes, and again it was destroyed when I told her I was going to take a walk and get some fresh air.
Of course the first thing I did was walk past Dottie's place and get that license number, then I really did take a walk. I must have been gone for two hours. When I returned I slipped into the spare bedroom and actually fell to sleep.
The next two days were similar except that I had gotten some work done. It was Friday afternoon by the time I heard back from Dan.
"Okay Taylor, I've got a bunch of info about your nemesis but I don't know if it's going to do you any good. His..."
"Hold on," I interrupted, "let me get a pen." I pulled a pen out of my desk drawer and grabbed my note pad. "Okay...shoot."
"Well Skip is a nickname. His real name is Phillip Ackerman. Although nothing big, he has had a few run-ins with the law, mostly for possession of marijuana. He's also had trouble holding down a job. He's had four in the last two years, the longest one he held for eight months. He's currently working at a gas station in Evanston. He has no credit and only a checking account, no savings and no credit cards except for one Shell gas card. I don't know where his dad is but his mother lives in the city with her second husband."
So far I hadn't heard anything that would help with my quest.
"The girl is another story. Her name's not Joy, it's Joyce, Joyce Watley. She's from Crowned Tip, Indiana. Her dad's a barber there and her mom works at the county seat. I'm not sure they know where their daughter is, I don't think they do. It doesn't look like they've had any contact with her in a couple of years. That's about the time that she and your Skip got together. By the way, they're not married."
"Damn, how did you find all this out?" I asked amazed at what he was able to uncover from just a license plate number.
"Shit, Taylor, it's unbelievable how much information there is out there on everyone. You just have to know where to go to find it, that's all."
"Well I'm stunned," I told him.
He chuckled. "There is one thing you might be able to use, they don't seem to be getting along right now."
"Really? Why do say that? They sure seemed to be getting along fine last Monday."
"Well the very next night the cops had to go over there on a domestic violence call."
"They did?"
"Yup, Joyce had a black eye but wouldn't prefer charges and since the cops didn't see him hit her, there was really nothing they could do."
"How did you find that out?"
"It popped up when I googled his name. It was in Wednesday's edition of the Times, under that police blotter section they have."
I had to laugh, hell I could have done that.
"They're kind of a strange couple," he said.
"You're telling me?"
"No, I mean they don't have anything in common. As near as I can figure, he's always been kind of a jerk, but she was a good Midwestern girl before she met him. I've got a feeling she hooked up with him because she was rebelling against her folks, you know...that bad boy syndrome. Hell, it happens every day."
I was disappointed. So far there didn't seem to be any information I could use.
"I don't know how much you want to stick your nose into somebody else's business but you might want to call the parents and just see if they know where she's at, or if they even care. There's one more thing too; she had a fiancé' before meeting Skip. He was her boyfriend in high school. About a year after they both graduated they got engaged. His name's Jack Bufford, a real 'All American Boy.' He works as a salesman for an electronics firm out there, and...he's still a bachelor...maybe he's still carrying a torch. It's a longshot but who knows."
It was a longshot alright. I didn't really see how any of the information Dan gave me was going to help me ruin that son-of-a-bitch. Maybe I should just hire some guys to beat the shit out of him, I thought.
"Taylor I'm going to email you everything I have, all his account numbers, arrest records; everything, include her parent's phone number as well as Bufford's. What you do with it is up to you, but I'd give her parents a shot. What the hell, the worst that can happen is they tell you to go to hell and hang up on you."
I thanked Dan for all his work and asked him how much I owed him. He told me to give his sister a raise and he'd call it even. Actually she was due for a raise anyway so I told him I'd see what I could do.
Normally while driving home on a Friday, all I'd be thinking about was what I'd be doing with my wife later that night. Now all I was thinking about was how to use the information Dan gave me. Maybe he was right; maybe her folks could make trouble for him, although she was over eighteen so I really didn't see how. Still...
It smelled like Thanksgiving when I got home. Britney came into the living room when she heard me walk in but didn't even think about kissing me this time.
"I'm cooking turkey breasts for dinner tonight, I hope that's okay," she stated.
"Fine," I responded before heading off to the shower. After a quiet dinner I closed myself off in my home office. I was debating whether or not to call Joyce's parents, hope won out.
"Hello."
"Hello, is this Mrs. Watley?"
"Yes, who is this please?"
"Mrs. Watley, my name is Taylor Benet. I'm a neighbor of your daughter's."
There was a brief silence before she spoke again. "You...you know where our daughter is?" she asked.
I could tell by her voice that she was almost ready to cry. "Yes ma'am, she lives down the block from me."
I heard her yell at her husband. "Carl, there's a man on the phone who says he knows where Joyce is."
"What...who? Are you sure it's not a crank call?" I heard him yell back.
She talked back into the phone. "Are you sure it's our Joyce? How do you know?"
"Well, I'm pretty sure. She's living with a guy named Skip."
"Oh my God! That's her, that's our Joyce," I heard her start to break down. Her husband took the phone.
"Hello, who is this?" he bellowed.
"My name is Taylor Benet. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset your wife."
"You say you know where our daughter is?"
"Yes sir, she lives right down the street from me. She's living with Skip Ackerman."
"Is she alright?" he anxiously asked.
"Yeah, as far as I can tell," I assured him.
"Thank God." You could literally hear the relief in his voice.
Dan's instincts were dead on. Her folks told me they thought she was nervous about getting married. That Bufford boy was the only guy she'd ever dated. As the wedding date approached she acted more and more strange. They said she started going out with some of her co-workers. The next thing they knew she met Ackerman and ran away with him. Bufford was absolutely devastated. They all tried to find her, to talk some sense into her, but she and Skip disappeared and they hadn't heard from her since. They had no idea if she was even still alive.
They became even more excited when they learned she lived only an hour-and-a-half's drive away. Carl asked if I could meet them some place on Saturday then show them the way to their daughter. I agreed. What the hell, I thought, even if it doesn't hurt Skip in anyway, at least they'll see their daughter and know she's okay.
We met at one o'clock Saturday afternoon at the Denny's about a mile from where I lived. When they walked in I was surprised to see that they had the ex-fiancé with them. He was a nice looking guy and I liked him right off the bat. I wondered what would possess Joy to drop him for a bastard like Skip.
They tried pumping me for information regarding their daughter but I didn't know anything. They asked how I found them and I told them I had some trouble with Skip and did a little research on him, that's when they popped up on the radar.
We talked for a little while but they were anxious and wanted me to lead them to their daughter. They followed me in their own car. When I got to Dottie's place I pointed out the window and they pulled right into the drive. I parked across the street. I had to watch.
All three got out of the car and knocked on the door. I could see the stunned look on Joy's face when she saw them. At first I thought she was going to slam the door on them but instead she ran into her mother's arms. They hugged and kissed for a full minute or so before she did the same with her father and then with the ex. Even from across the street it was easy to see she was ecstatic to see them.
A few minutes later they all disappeared behind the door. Skip's truck wasn't in the drive so I wasn't worried about any trouble starting but I still wanted to stick around to see what happened.
I sat there for almost two hours wondering what was going on inside. Finally the door opened. Mr. and Mrs. Watley came out first followed by Bufford...he was carrying a suitcase. What I saw next made me feel better than I had all week. Behind her ex- beau walked Joyce with a second suitcase in hand.
Yeah, I silently yelled out with a real sense of accomplishment.
Joyce was just tossing her suitcase in the trunk of their car when guess who drove in. I thought, uh oh, this is going to get ugly. I was going to call the cops right away but thought I'd wait and see what happened first.
Skip started screaming at the top of his lungs and Mr. Watley screamed right back at him. Then Bufford joined in. Finally Joyce started yelling at Skip. I could hear her tell him she was going back home and didn't ever want to see him again. That's when Skip made a fatal mistake. He grabbed Joyce by the arm and tried to pull her back into the house.
Bufford decked him. I knew I liked that boy. When Skip tried to get up, wonder boy hit him again. I thought Joyce was going to run to his aid like she did at my party but this time she just turned and hid her face in her dad's chest. Bufford picked Skip up by his shirt and clock him one more time for good measure.
They left old Skippy boy laying in the yard as they all piled into their car and left. I sat there for a few more minutes figuring the cops would show but evidently no one called them. I had a feeling any neighbors who saw the fight felt almost as good about it as I did. I returned home with a smile on my face for the first time in almost a week.
I really wasn't looking forward to the weekend. I wanted to forgive Britney, I really did; I just couldn't. Maybe in time but even that was questionable. It'd been almost a week since it happened and some of my anger was starting to fade, the problem was as the anger diminished the pain and sadness emerged. Every time I closed my eyes I saw Britney in the throes of ecstasy from that bastards tongue. Would I ever be able to forget it? It was becoming more and more doubtful.
Bruce came over Sunday afternoon and asked if I'd like to go to Plato's and play some pool. I didn't really feel like it but I didn't feel like sticking around the house either.
"Why don't we just sit and have a beer," I said as we walked in.
"Sure, buddy" Bruce replied, "whatever you want to do."
We sat at the bar and ordered a couple of brews.
"Hey, I heard something in church this morning that might cheer you up a little; did you hear what happened to Skip?"
I played dumb. "No, what happened to him? Wait, he was eaten by a pack of wild dogs."
"Ah, no, nothing quite that drastic."
"Oh well, I can hope can't I?"
Bruce chuckled. "No, no dogs but he did get beat up again. Mr. Morgan was looking out his window from across the street and saw some guy beat the shit out of him. He said there were a bunch of people there. He had no idea who they were but Joy left with them."
"Her name's not Joy, it's Joyce."
"Huh, how do you know?"
"I know because I'm the one who called her parents and told them where she was. That's who Morgan saw there yesterday, Joyce's parents...and her former fiancé, I can't forget him; he has a pretty good right cross."
Bruce's chuckle turned into a laugh. "Okay buddy of mine, let me have it, I want the whole story."
I told Bruce everything, from Dan getting the info for me to sitting across the street and watching the festivities the day before. He kept laughing and chuckling as I talked.
"Oh man, that's priceless, Taylor, absolutely priceless; I love it."
"Yeah, I just wish I knew if he really loved her. I hope so, but more than likely he'll just talk some other little cutie into living with him."
"No, I don't think so," Bruce replied. "In spite of the abuse, I think he really loved her. According to Mr. Morgan, he sat on the stair of his front porch after that and cried like a baby."
Damn, I thought, I should have stuck around a little longer. I would have loved to see that. I'll have to make sure he knows who called her parents. "Really? Good, I hope it tore his black heart right out of his chest."
"Ah...speaking of love, I hope you don't mind me asking, but how are things in the Benet household?"
"I don't think we're going to make it, Bruce. I really don't."
"Taylor, come on, man; you can't tell me you don't still lover her."
"I'd never try to tell you that, Bruce, I'll probably always love her, but I no longer trust her, that's the problem."
"Because of one mistake?"
"That's just it, how do I know it was just this once? How do I know she's not sitting in a car with some asshole between her legs instead of being out with her girlfriends, like she says she is? Skip isn't the only SOB out there with a stud in his tongue. How do I know she's really at her parent's house and not some guy's apartment? I grant you, I'm sure the booze affected her judgment, but by her own admission she was pretty easily talked into doing what she did. She just had to find out how that damn stud felt."
I took a sip of beer and continued.
"If we stay married what guarantee do I have that she won't cheat again? What will I have to do so I don't worry whenever she's not home... constantly check up on her? How many times? For how long before I start trusting her again? Will I ever trust her again? Damn it, Bruce, I'm not going to spend the rest of my life wondering what my wife is doing every time she's out of my sight."
"Damn Taylor, I think you're going overboard here. Just because she got drunk and slipped up once doesn't mean she's going to do it again."
"Bruce you're missing the point, how do I know she hasn't done it already?"
"Well shit, Taylor, none of us know what our wives are out doing while we're at work...not for sure. There are no guarantees. You've just got to trust her."
"Exactly," I said, "and I did trust her. I never even thought twice about her cheating, but she broke that trust, Bruce. You know what they say about doing something wrong, it's always easier the second time, especially if you get away with it the first time."
"What about marriage counseling?"
"Yeah, I've been thinking about that. I just don't know if it'd do any good. Is a marriage counselor going to convince me that Britney is trust worthy again...I doubt it."
"Damn man, I'd hate to see you guys break up."
I could hear Bruce's voice quivering a little. I looked over and saw he had tears in his eyes.
"I haven't completely made up mind yet, my friend."
He nodded his head slightly. "I sure hope you guys find your way back to each other, I love you both you know; so does Cathy."
"I know Bruce, thanks; you guys are good friends."
We were both feeling so damn melancholy I suggested we play some pool after all. By the time we left around the dinner hour we were both feeling better. Bruce correctly guessed Cathy was still at my house so he followed me home. It was nice to have someone there besides Britney and myself so I suggested Kentucky Fried.
I had to admit, I had a good time. We all sat around joking and laughing about past experiences we'd shared. Nothing was brought up about Skip or anything having to do with him, although I knew Bruce would tell Cathy my story about him and Joyce's parents as soon as they got home.
Later the following week, I received news that completed my revenge. I was just getting ready to call a client when I heard Linda through the intercom.
"Taylor, my brother's on line one for you."
"Your brother; okay, I'll take it, thanks," I said.
"Hey Dan, I'm glad you called. You were right about Joyce and her folks. They came out last Saturday and took her home with them. I owe you, man. Thanks."



"That's okay, I just had a feeling; I have a cousin whose daughter disappeared like that. They hired a private detective and everything. They finally found her after about three years. She did the same thing, ran off with some guy, but after a while she knew she made a mistake. The problem was she was scared that her parents would turn her away after running off like that, so she just stuck it out and grew more dependent on the asshole she was with. When they finally tracked her down and she realized they wanted her back she dropped her boyfriend like a hot potato."
"Well you sure had it pegged, that's exactly what happened. They even brought her ex out with them...and you want to hear the best part; he beat the crap out of Skip. I was parked across the street and saw it all happen. I loved it," I said not even trying to hide my elation.
"Well I have some more news that I think you're going to like ever better," he replied.
Now he had my attention. "Even better than Skip getting beat up? This must be good."
"I think you'll like it," he chuckled. "When I did all that checking around last week, I didn't just use the internet, I checked with some friends as well. At the time they weren't any help, but I got a call from one of them last night. He's in a gun club with a bunch of cops and hears things all the time. Well it appears that Skippy old boy was a little deeper involved with drugs than I thought. He was just picked up for possession of cocaine with intent to distribute."
"What?" I was shocked; I didn't realize he was a pusher.
"Yup, he tried selling it to an undercover cop," he said with a laugh. "After he was arrested he told them it was the first time he'd ever done anything like that, but he was desperate. He told them he was going to take the money and go talk Joyce into going away with him again. He actually told them, if she wouldn't go he was going to kidnap her...how's that for stupidity? They taped his confession, I have a feeling he's going away for quite a while."
"Oh, you're right, this is the best news I've heard yet," I told Dan while trying hard to keep from dancing in my office.
We talked a little more then said goodbye. At least I felt vindicated as far as Skip Ackerman was concerned; now I just had to decide what to do about the other side of the equation.
For the next week things didn't seem to be quite so tense in the house. There was no passion, no man and wife interaction, but time had quelled my anger and I wasn't quite so hard to live with, which made Britney feel a little calmer too.
During that same period; however, I had done a lot of thinking. I took stock of my life up to that point and did a lot of self-analysis. I had to decide how, and with whom, I wanted to live the rest of my life.
The night I came to a decision I couldn't sleep. I suppose second guessing yourself on something so important to your life is only human nature. It was three o'clock in the morning. Only the moonlight filtering through the windows illuminated the living room where I sat. I heard Britney coming down stairs. I think she must have known, because she tenderly laid her hand on my shoulder. She hadn't dared touch me like that since everything happened.
"What's going on," she asked. You could hear the fear in her voice.
"Sit down, Britney. We have to talk," I told her.
Even in the dark, I could see tears glistening in her eyes as she tentatively sat on the edge of the couch, facing me.
"Britney, I've been doing a lot of thinking. I've examined our situation from every possible angle I can think of. I know how sorry you are about what happened and I want you to know I still love you; the problem is I no longer trust you and I just don't see us building a life together without that trust."
I heard her gasp. "Taylor please..."
"Britney it's not going to work," I said cutting her off. "I just can't get the image of you with that bastard between your legs, out of my head."
She was starting to outwardly cry. "Please Taylor, please, I promise I'll never do anything like that again," she whimpered.
"But how can I believe that, Brit? You promised never to do it at all, at the altar. You broke that promise, how do I know you won't break your promise again? I can't live like that, Brit. I can't sit around and wonder what you're doing or who you're with all the time, I just can't."
Britney hung her head with a small nod. "I knew this coming," she said between sniffles, "I thought I could handle it, but..."
She took a deep breath trying to regain her composure. "Taylor isn't there some way...something I can do to change your mind? I love you, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. Can't we try marriage counseling? Maybe if we..."
I guess she could see the resolute sadness in my face because she stopped talking. She flopped down on the floor at my feet, put her head in my lap, and started to bawl. I fought hard to keep my own tears from falling. I had to stay strong, not only for myself but for Britney as well. I couldn't show weakness and possibly give her false hope. I took a deep breath as I gently stroked her beautiful auburn hair.
We must have remained like that for a good twenty minutes, maybe longer. Pretty much cried out, Britney rose to her feet. "I'm so sorry, Taylor. I never meant for any of this to happen, I never meant to hurt you. I love you so much," she said before disappearing up the stairs.
It had been a stressful time. The conversation I'd just had with my wife was probably the most difficult, heart wrenching thing I'd ever had to do. Up till then, I had let my anger control my emotions, but at that point there was nothing but grief and pain; a pain that literally clenched my heart and squeezed. Never in my life had I felt such sadness. I couldn't help it; without Britney there I had to let it out. I buried my face in my hands, my back heaved with each sob. Thank God, at some point I must have fallen asleep from sheer exhaustion because the next thing I remember was the warmth of the sun on my face.
About the time I was stirring, Britney was coming down stairs in her robe. She tried putting on a brave face by flashing a small smile but there was no way to hide the pain behind her eyes.
We had a quiet breakfast together then she courageously suggested we use the same attorney to save money. She asked if I would handle it and said she'd agree to anything within reason. Later that day I called several divorce lawyers from their ads in the phone book. I explained the situation and made an appointment with the one from whom I got the best vibes.
As I pulled up to the house that night, I saw a Chevy in the drive. I knew it well. It belonged to Charles and Amanda Keeting, Britney's mom and dad. I thought, great, she's going to have her parents plead her case, but that wasn't why they were there.
When I walked in I saw a couple of suitcases sitting in the hall. I could hear voices from the kitchen.
"Hello Taylor," Amanda said as I walked in. "I just made a pot of fresh coffee if you'd like some." I could see she'd been crying. Her dad's greeting was also with sadness in his voice.
I poured myself a cup of java and joined Britney and her parents at the table.
"Britney told us everything," Charles said. "I'm so sorry this happened, my daughter loves you so much, Taylor. She told us how you feel and I can't say I wouldn't feel the same way, but I've got to ask, please Taylor, isn't there any way you can see your way clear to forgive her, just this once?"
"I wish there was, Charles," I said while looking into the despondent face of my wife. "But if I did that, I'd go through life torturing myself, doubting where she was, who she was with? I'd always be wondering what she was doing and then questioning whether I really wanted to know or not. I can't do it, Charles, I can't."
Amanda reached over and placed her hand on top of Britney's, tears drifted down the cheeks of both women. Charles dejectedly lowered his head in understanding.
Britney spoke for the first time since I'd walked in. "Taylor I'm going to go stay with mom and dad if it's okay with you. I...I need to have someone around me," she said trying to stifle more tears.
"Okay Brit, I understand. I think it's a good idea," I replied.
They all got up. Charles laid his hand on my shoulder as he passed me heading for the living room. Amanda bent down and gave me a kiss on the cheek. Britney leaned over and put her arms around my neck. "I love you Taylor," she quietly wept into my ear. "I'm so sorry for messing things up."
Then they were gone.
Epilogue;
It's been three years since that night. Britney was true to her word and our attorney said it was the smoothest divorce he'd ever handled.
Britney is still living with her folks, and from what I'm told, doesn't have much of social life.
We sold the house and I moved into an apartment. I tried to give Mr. Keeting back my share of the money he gave us to buy the house but he wouldn't hear of it.
I still play golf with Bruce and go over to their house for dinner now and then. I've been dating off and on but every time I think of getting serious about someone, the first thing I do is wonder if they'll cheat on me at some point. It's something that stays with you and I'm beginning to wonder if I'll ever find anyone that will win my complete confidence.
In the meantime, I'm generally happy. I'm having fun. I'm doing well in my job and was promoted last year. There are times though that I can't help but feel a little low. On those occasions I open a beer, sit in my living room with the lights off, and morn what I lost.
Next week I've agreed to have dinner with Bruce and Cathy. They're bringing a friend from Cathy's work they want me to meet, so it'll be like a double date. From what they tell me, she sounds like a wonderful person.
As I mentioned earlier, I get these gut feelings once-in-a-while. I wished I had listened to it when Bruce talked me into inviting Skip and Joyce to the party that time. This time it was telling me to be optimistic about my blind date...who knows?
The End.
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Prologue: Of course we all know Infidelity is not the only reason couples get divorced. In fact, according to most studies, the number one reason for divorce in this country is money issues. Sometimes marriage problems are job related, and sometimes people simply grow apart.
***
The selfish bitch, Bret mumbled under his breath.
"More?" asked the cute waitress, emphasizing her question by lifting the coffee pot in her hand.
Bret checked his watch. "Nah, I have to get going."
He took one last sip of what was left in his cup, left two bucks on the table, paid the bill, and walked out. He had an appointment with Terry, his soon-to-be-ex-wife...the selfish bitch.
He couldn't believe she thought she was entitled to the Continental. It took him over two years to rebuild that thing. Oh sure, she helped a little, but that car was his from the moment he saw it. It was his baby, his pride and joy, and now she wanted to take it away from him...the selfish bitch!
As he pulled into his former drive he was a little surprised to see she hadn't put the place up for sale yet. They hadn't lived there long enough to have any real equity built up, maybe ten or fifteen grand that was about it, but neither wanted to continue living there so they decided to sell the house and split the profits. It was all very civilized.
In fact, as divorces go, Bret and Terry's was about as civilized as you could get...all except for the car that is. It was a 1960 Continental Mark V Town Car. Bret saw it sitting in the back of an old farm house while driving through Indiana one day. It was just like the one his dad had when he was a kid. Normally he wasn't a classic car kind of guy, but there was something about it.
Bret stopped to talk to the farmer. He told the old gray haired man in bib overalls he'd be happy to remove that old car from the property at no cost but the farmer wasn't dumb. He knew damn well the car was worth a few thousand dollars, even in the shape it was in. They dickered back and forth and finally came to a number they could both agree on, but before Bret could spend that kind of money he'd have to talk to his wife.
"What do you know about restoring old cars?" she asked.
"Nothing, but I can learn," he replied.
For days they discussed it but Terry wasn't convinced. It was a lot of money, what if he lost interest in the old thing, then what; would they be able to sell it and get their money back, or would it just sit rusting away in their back yard instead of the farmer's?
Bret had already done some investigating and assured her there was no way they could lose money. Even if he didn't do anything to it he could sell the car in its current condition for more than they paid.
In the end it was her husband's enthusiasm that sealed the deal. With his wife's blessing, Bret made arrangements to have the car delivered. A week later, when Terry saw it being unloaded from the flatbed, she had second thoughts but it was too late; they were the proud owners of a rusty old pile of scrap metal.
"I know it doesn't look like much right now, honey, but I'm going to bring it back to life. I'm going to make her young again," he said with a big grin.
Terry always believed in her husband. As far as she was concerned there wasn't much he couldn't do if he put his mind to it, so she decided right then and there that she would support and assist him in any way she could.
Of course that was years ago. Now the Continental represented the proverbial line drawn in the sand of a failed marriage. Selfish bitch, he grumbled to himself as he got out of the car and headed to the house.
He felt a little strange, it was the first time he'd been back since leaving almost five months prior. He couldn't help but be a little saddened as he walked over the flat stone steps that led to the porch. He and Terry had worked so hard to get them laid out just right.
Oh, he knew divorce was the best thing for both of them, Terry felt the same way. Hell, it was the only thing they both had agreed on in ages. Still, they had a lot of great years together.
Bret was just raising his hand to knock when the front door opened. He'd almost forgotten how beautiful she was.
"Hi, Bret, come on in," she said stepping aside with a smile.
For a brief moment he forgot why he was there. A grin started to break free before he suddenly remembered the car.
He immediately took the offensive. "Terry, I can't believe you think you're entitled to the Continental. What the hell would you do with it if you had it? I..."
"Hold on, Bret," she interjected. "Let's talk about it over a cup of coffee; I just made a fresh pot."
Her pleasant smile and calm demeanor was disarming. What the hell, he thought; she always did make the best coffee in town...why not.
He was starting to relax a little as Terry poured him a cup of brew. He felt good, comfortable to be in his own kitchen again. He couldn't help himself, he watched her from behind as she walked over to the counter and returned the pot to its home. He recalled how smooth and shapely her butt was under the short skirt she was wearing. A small smile emerged on his face as he took his first sip of the hot, black nectar.
She walked back to the table and sat down with her own cup of java. "Now," she said looking into his eyes, "why don't you think I'm entitled to the Continental?"
So far the conversation was not going as he had envisioned. He had himself all worked up. He came loaded for bear, ready for a fight, but there was absolutely no aggression in her voice at all. He thought they'd be yelling at each other by now, but then...they never did really yell at one another. Even when they decided to get a divorce the conversations were well-mannered and considerate, but then she never said anything about taking his car before, either.
Bret studied her expression; she was always hard to read but it sounded as if she was willing to negotiate. Maybe she would listen to reason. Maybe there would be no fight. He'd simply lay his case out logically. When he was done she'd come to the only rational conclusion there was, the car was his.
"Terry, if you remember, I was the one who bought that car in the first place. I did all the work on it. I..."
"Wait a minute," she interjected again. "The money for that car came from our savings. I put just as much money in that account as you did. I'd say we shared in the cost of the car, wouldn't you?"
She had a point. They both put the same amount of money into the savings account every month. Still...he did all the work.
"And what do you mean you did all the work?" she continued. "You did most of the physical stuff, yes; but who spent hour, after hour, after hour on the computer tracking down all the parts? That has to count for something."
Shit, he thought, another point for her. This really was not going the way he had anticipated...she wasn't done yet, either.
"I even helped you with the car itself sometimes..."
"Not very often," he broke in figuring he'd scored one for himself.
"Maybe not; we both know I'm no mechanic and a lot of that stuff was too demanding for me. I just didn't have the strength to help, but even then I was right there by your side giving you moral support."
He had to admit, she did do that.
"How many times did I massage your neck and shoulders when you'd get frustrated, or kiss your boo, boo when a wrench slipped?"
Bret took another sip of his coffee. He couldn't help but smile while his mind wandered back in time. God, life was so much fun back then. It seemed all they did was laugh and have a good time together. He missed those days. Back then who would have guessed that they'd wind up in divorce court. Bret sighed, enough reminiscing he thought, back to the task at hand.
"Terry, come on, you've never even driven that car. The couple times I tried to get you behind the wheel, you said it'd be like driving a tank and you didn't want to take a chance of scratching it."
"There's a first time for everything, Bret; maybe you can come with me for the first time, just to make sure I'm driving it okay."
God, he thought, what fucking nerve. Not only does she want to take my car, but she wants me to teach her how to drive it.
"I'll tell you what," he countered, "how about if I come by on the weekends and give you a ride."
"Would you?" she asked with a smile.
"Sure."
"How many times?"
"I don't know, as many times as you want, I guess...well, you know, as long as I don't have anything else planned."
"Hmmmm," Terry said indicating she was thinking about it.
"Does that mean I get the car?" Bret said a little impetuously.
"No, I was just asking," she teased.
"Come on, Terry, hell if I had known we were going to fight over it, I'd have listed it in the property settlement and let the judge decide. I just figured it was a forgone conclusion that I would keep the car. I never thought you'd want it. Wouldn't it bring back bad memories?"
"Bad memories?" she asked looking a little perplexed. "Like what?"
"Well we did a lot of screwing around in that car. Remember when we christened the back seat?"
"You mean the one I searched for, for three months before finding one that wasn't all torn and worn out?"
Shit, he thought, she's scoring points left and right. "Yeah, that one," he admitted.
"Of course I remember. You had it running by that time. We drove up by the lake. You said you wanted to demonstrate how much room there was in the back. And there was too," she said with a giggle. "Hell, we screwed in almost every position imaginable; but that's sure not a bad memory, why would you think it was?"
"Well, you know. I mean in lieu of the way you feel about me now, I just figure you probably wish none of that stuff ever happened."
"Is that the way you feel? Do you wish it never happened?"
Bret was surprised. He thought he detected a bit of sadness in her voice. She sure didn't sound sad a few months prior when they discussed the divorce. She sounded more like she couldn't wait to get rid of him.
"No. To be honest, those were some of the happiest days of my life, but..."
"Then I don't get it, Bret; why would they be happy memories for you and not me?" she asked.
"Well...I don't know, I guess...I guess it's because I know you feel differently about me...different than I feel about you, I mean."
"I see. Maybe we should talk about this before the divorce is final. How DO you feel about me?"
Bret really didn't want to get into it. He was embarrassed. He didn't want to admit he still loved her, especially since he knew she didn't love him back anymore.
"Come on, Terry, I came over to talk about the car, let's stick with that."
Shit, she cursed to herself, he can be so frustrating sometimes.
"Fine," said Terry getting up to pour herself another cup of coffee, "it's in my garage; you know what they say about possession being nine-tenths of the law," she sneered.
"Damn it, Terry, you agreed to keep it here until I could find a place to store it. You know damn well I can't just let it sit out in the parking lot of my apartment building."
He was getting mad. She didn't want that. "I know," she relinquished. "I didn't mean that. It's just..."
"What," now it was Bret who was getting frustrated, "it's just what, Terry?"
"I want to know what you meant by that crack about my bad memories. Do you think I hate you?"
Bret gave out a little sigh. It didn't look like he was going to avoid this conversation.
"I don't know, maybe not hate but you made it very clear you don't love me anymore, so it just stands to reason that you might think of those memories with regret, that's all."
"Well I don't regret them. I don't regret anything about our time together..."
Should she say it? She was trying to draw him out; she had to know his true feelings but for that to happen it looked like she would have to commit first. She decided to go ahead and say it. "I don't hate you either, in fact the only thing I regret is breaking up."
Bret couldn't believe his ears. Did she just say she regretted breaking up? What the hell, she was the one who said they'd grown apart, that they had nothing in common anymore.
"Terry you were the one who said it was better if we divorced and went our separate ways, remember?"
"Yeah, I remember. I don't remember you disagreeing with me, though."
"Well I guess...I don't know, we just didn't seem to be the same loving couple anymore."
"I know; we were both guilty of doing what so many others do after a while, we started taking each other for granted."
"Yeah, I suppose that's true, but it wasn't only that, Terry, we hardly ever made love anymore. Do you remember how we were in the beginning? God, we couldn't keep our hands off of one another, especially when we were working on the Continental. Damn we had fun working on that together."
He had to smile again, and this time he had to fight from tearing up as a tsunami of great memories flooded his mind.
"I have to agree," Terry replied. "We were a real team. Do you remember the first time we washed it?"
Bret chucked, "Yeah, but as I recall we didn't get much of the car washed. We were too busy spraying each other with the hose."
"Uh huh," confirmed his soon to be ex with a chuckle of her own. "I don't think I laughed that hard since I was a little girl."
"Yeah, we had some great times, that's for sure. But as soon as we were done with the car we started to drift apart."
"It wasn't right after we were done. We still had fun after that. I remember driving it up to your mothers place and seeing her face when she saw it."
"Yeah, she remembered right away. It was just like the Continental dad had when he died."
"She actually had tears in her eyes when we took her for a ride," reminisced Terry.
"You're right," admitted Bret, "we had a lot of fun in that car, even after it was finished." He took a moment to think back to that time with fondness.
"So where did it all go wrong?" asked Terry breaking his train of thought.
"You tell me, you seemed to have all the answers when you brought up the divorce," he responded sharply.
"Bret I only expressed what we were both thinking at the time. Come on, neither one of us was working on the marriage very much. It seemed like the reality of life just got in our way all the time. You became more interested in doing things with your buddies than you were with me."
"Terry I only spent so much time with them because you were going over Audrey's every chance you got. I was getting tired of being in the house alone so I started going out with the guys, what'd you expect?"
"I'm not sure," she answered. "I knew we were having problems but I didn't know what to do. I...I started going over to Audrey's all the time so I wouldn't have to deal with our marriage being in trouble. It was my sanctuary."
"Well it seemed to me like you were losing interest in me, as well as the marriage. I always figured it was because you had fallen out of love with me. We started to make love less and less frequently, and when we did we didn't seem to have the same passion anymore."
Terry thought about what he said. "Yeah, I do remember not being as excited about the love making as I was in the beginning. I'm not really sure why but I know it wasn't because I didn't love you anymore. It just seemed to get old, routine...like we did it because that's what married people were supposed to do, but neither of us had the same carnal desires for each other that we did in the beginning. What we should have done was find ways to spice it up a little...keep it fresh."
"So why didn't we?" Bret asked.
"Good question, if we had, maybe we wouldn't be here now...a month away from ending our marriage."
The air fell silent while they both sipped their coffee. Bret was in deep thought. He wondered what it was all about. Originally she told him she wanted to talk to him about her keeping the Continental, but mostly they'd been talking about their marriage. He was beginning to think she didn't want the car at all, that it was just an excuse to get him over there.
Terry was thinking as well but not about the car. She had to know if they were doing the right thing by getting divorced. She knew what her own feelings were but how did her husband feel about it? Did he want to go ahead with the divorce? Did he still love her? She decided the only way to find out was to ask.
"Bret, do you still love me?"
"Come on, Terry, we've been over all this before."
"No we haven't. We talked about how our lives were headed in different directions. We talked about our different interests. We talked about living life without each other. Hell, we talked about everything but how we still feel about each other. Before this divorce goes through, I need to know...do you still love me?"
Since deciding on the divorce, there had been many nights that Bret sat in his apartment pining for his lost love. Over a period of a couple years, he and Terry went from a loving married couple to two people living separate lives in the same house. They rarely fought but there was no spark left either. It was Terry who brought up divorce one night. She said she thought it was time for them both to move on with their lives. At the time he agreed, but since then he realized he'd made a terrible mistake. He missed her like hell, he still loved her, but it was too late. The divorce would soon be final. She'd already had a couple of dates that he knew of, maybe more. She was already moving on.
So what's he supposed to do, disgrace himself by admitting he still loved her? Would he really humble himself to give her the satisfaction? Was that the price he had to pay to get his car? The hell of it was, he had always been straight with her before the divorce; should he be any less honest with her now?
"Terry I...I sometimes think that...well, that maybe we're making a mistake, but I know how you feel so..."
"Oh damn it, Bret, will you stop telling me how I feel. It's obvious from our conversation that you don't have a clue about how I feel," she stated emphatically.
"Oh really, okay then, how do you feel about..."
"I love you!"
The words almost took his breath away. For the first time in a long time his heart felt like it skipped a beat. "You love me?" he parroted with a smile.
"Yes, Bret, I still love you."
"But you...you've been dating, people say you're moving on with your life, you're..."
"Who? What people? Have you been spying on me?"
"No, of course not, but...well, people; people we both know, friends...you know. I've been told you're dating, that you were already looking for someone new, they advised me to do the same."
Terry sighed at her disappointment with their friends. Why do people always have to meddle in the affairs of others? What was the purpose of running to him with everything she did?
"I did date a little, yes; very little. I went on three dates with three different guys."
She could see it in his face, the question she knew he wouldn't ask but needed to be addressed.
"No, Bret, I didn't sleep with any of them. I won't say I wasn't tempted because I was. I'm sure I don't have to tell you, five months is a long time, and to tell you the truth, before each date I thought there was a good chance I would bring them home, but..."
She took another sip of coffee then hung her head in thought. She wanted to word her next statement so it meant something, so he knew she was sincere.
"But by the end of each date, I no longer wanted to screw any of them; in fact, after the third date I realized there was only one man I wanted in my bed..." She looked into his eyes..."that's you, Bret. You're the only man I want in my bed."
Bret was finding it hard to believe his ears. He had fantasized about them getting back together but really didn't think it would ever happen. He was positive he'd lost her for good. Then a thought stuck him. Did she really mean she wants to stay married, or is she offering me a, "friends with benefits," situation? He had to clarify.



"Are you saying you don't want to go through with the divorce?"
A big smile stretched across her face. "I think we should sleep on it and talk more in the morning. What do you think?
She was right about one thing, five months was a long time. He still wasn't certain of what she was proposing. All he knew for sure was that she was offering him sex, a chance to make love to her again, and he wasn't about to turn it down.
Bret followed his wife into the bedroom. Yes, she was still his wife, for a little while longer, anyway. He was going to make love to her as his wife. He turned when they reached the bed and looked into her eyes. There was a desire there he hadn't seen in a long time. Together they moved their lips closer and kissed. It wasn't the tongue twisting, horny, lustful kissing they did before getting married, but the loving, gentle kiss of those days when their love was at its peak.
Slowly, Terry unbuttoned his shirt, and within a few moments had him naked. Bret crawled into bed and watched as the love of his life did a tantalizing striptease in his honor. When he saw she was wearing the bra and panties he bought for her on a special occasion, he knew all the talk about the car was nothing but a way of getting him there to seduce him.
He felt like he did the very first time they made love, he was out of his mind with desire. The instant she lay beside him he rolled over and put his arm around her. He held her close as his lips kissed, nuzzled, and nipped at her face, neck, and ears. He felt her nipples respond to his gentle touch. Her flesh seemed to come alive with passion. She was already twisting her body with uncontrollable emotions of love, grabbing him, holding him.
The foreplay was short lived. "I need you inside me," she panted.
Bret moved into position. Terry reached down, she couldn't believe how hard it was; his cock was like a rock. She slid it a couple times over her slit for lubrication then let go as her man slowly eased himself inside of her. Immediately her body arched as she unconsciously moaned with pleasure.
It had been so long. Not just the five months since their separation, but for the couple of years leading up to it as well. How could they have let their love dwindle so much?
With every stroke, she felt her man was reclaiming her, confirming his devotion to her. Terry wrapped her legs around his body, locking her ankles behind him. She reached up with her arms and pulled their faces together. Her nails dug into his back as they both climaxed in an explosion of euphoria.
That night they both slept more soundly than they had since the word divorce was first uttered.
Bret heard a bird singing joyfully outside the bedroom window. He opened his eyes to the morning sun. Briefly he gazed at the white ceiling and realized he was in his own house; it wasn't a dream, he thought, it really happened. He glanced over and saw his wife staring at him. A wide smile adorned her beautiful face.
"Good morning, handsome," she whispered.
"Good morning, gorgeous," he replied with an equally wide smile.
She snuggled up as he pulled her tighter against his body.
"We'll divide the Continental," he said.
"What?" her heart suddenly dropped. Was he still thinking about divorcing her?
"Yeah, I'll teach you to drive and you can drive it sometimes and I'll drive it sometimes."
He looked over and saw the terrified look in her face. He gave her a reassuring kiss. "I'll teach you to drive it under one condition, you never, ever again mention the word divorce, not now, not ever. He felt the tension in her body disappear.
"You got it, big boy," she promised.
"Good, first thing tomorrow I'll call the lawyer and tell him the whole thing's off."
Terry decided a simple thank you was no way to show her appreciation. She kissed and played with his nipples before sliding southward. Her tongue and lips teased his flesh as she maneuvered herself down, past his stomach, past his navel. She could feel the stiffness of his love tool as it rubbed against her soft skin. She heard him groan as she squeezed his cock between the full globes of her breasts.
Bret closed his eyes. He was lost in ecstasy as he felt her warm, moist mouth encompass his hard-on. Giving him head was a specialty of hers. She used everything in her arsenal to give him the ultimate pleasure.
"Oh...oh," he gasped as he got close. He reached up and grabbed his pillow, his hips arched upward, his breathing stopped, and his entire body tensed as he came, spewing his love juice down the willing throat of his lovely wife.
That Sunday they took only enough time away from making love as they needed to get some of his clothes.
That night they both renewed their vows. They held hands, looked into each other's eyes, and pledged their devotion, love, honor, and respect. They swore never to take one another for granted again, and to work on their marriage daily. They both knew how close they came to losing what was most precious to them and they were determined to never let it happen again.
***
Monday Terry was meeting her best friend, Audrey, for lunch.
Audrey was glad to see a smile on her friend's face for the first time in months. "I'm guessing from that grin, that your little ploy with the car worked?" she asked happily.
"Like a charm," Terry replied, beaming as she sat down.
"What'd he say?"
"That he loved me," she responded. "He's calling the lawyer today and stopping the divorce."
"Oh, Terry, that's wonderful."
"Audrey I have tried and tried to figure out how we ever got to the point of divorce but I just can't. I think we just got bored with each other for a while. Maybe we needed this to wake us up. You know what they say, 'you don't know what you have until you lose it.'"
"Well I'm glad you two figured it out BEFORE you lost it."
"Yeah, me too," replied Terry with relief.
"I don't get why you used the car, though. Why didn't you just call and tell him you wanted to talk about the divorce?"
"Because I wasn't sure how he felt. I didn't know if he still loved me or not. If I had called and told him I wanted to discuss the divorce he may have just blown me off and I wanted to talk to him in person. I knew the best way to insure that he would come over was to threaten him with keeping the car."
"Well I couldn't be happier for you, Terry."
"Thanks, Audrey."
"But tell me, if things hadn't worked out, if Bret would have said he wanted to go ahead with the divorce...would you have kept the car?"
"Are you kidding? I could have never taken that car from him, it's his baby. I could never hurt the man I love like that, not even if he didn't love me back."
EPILOGUE;
Bret and Terry made good on their vows. They worked on their marriage every day. They developed a date night, not just once a month but whenever they felt like it. Sometimes it consisted of dinner and dancing, or a show; sometimes it was the theatre, and sometimes they would just park up by the lake and make out in the back seat of the Continental.
They also experimented in the bedroom. They read sexy articles together, they bought toys and X rated movies. They had fun with sex, but that was different than making love, they did that too.
Three years after their reconciliation, Bret's mother passed away. Both he and Terry took care of all the funeral arrangements and she never left his side through the entire ordeal.
A couple weeks after the burial, they were getting her house in order, to sell. Terry was going through papers, receipts, and old documents that his mother had kept through the years while Bret boxed up some family heirlooms.
"Bret," she called out from the bedroom, "can you get me the registration out of the Continental, please?"
"The registration card, what for?"
"I just want to check something," she answered.
A couple minutes later Bret handed the Continental's registration to his wife.
"Honey, you know how you're always saying the car looks just like the one your dad had?"
"Yes," he answered still a little confused.
"Well you're wrong. It's not just like it," she said holding the registration up to another piece of paper. "It's the same one."
"Huh," he questioned what he thought his wife just said.
"Look, honey; your mother kept the registration to your dad's car all these years. They're the same."
Bret took both papers from her hand and compared them side by side. She was right; the vin numbers were the same. His knees felt a little weak and he had to sit down on the bed, next to his wife.
"You told me once that there was something about the Continental that made you want it. I always thought it was just because it reminded you of your dad's but it was more than that, honey. I really think it was your dad who guided you to that car. It was his way of reconnecting with you."
On the way back to Illinois, they stopped at the cemetery. Remnants of flowers were still strewn about the freshly dug burial site of his mother. Alongside was the aged, but well-manicured grave of his father.
Bret put his arm around his loving wife and spoke with reverence. "Look, dad," he said nodding to the Continental parked only a few feet away. "I remember how much you loved that car and I promise to take good care of it. I hope you know how much happiness and joy it has brought Terry and me."
He stopped to wipe a tear from his eye.
"Take good care of mom, she loved you and honored your memory till the day you two were reunited."
He and Terry faced each other. She wrapped her arms around him, laid her head on his chest and hugged him. "I love you so much, Bret."
"I love you too, darling," he said gently rest his cheek on the top of her head.
The End.
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Chapter One
Laura reached up with both hands and interlocked her fingers behind her golden hair. I have it made, she thought as she leaned back in her leather chair. The corners of her mouth turned upward in a broad smile as she felt the material of her blouse pull up and rub against her thinly clad nipples.
Just a couple months prior she would have been wearing a plain white cotton bra and probably wouldn't have felt a thing through the thicker material, but the new Laura was a much more sensual creature...sensual and sensuous, at least that's how she felt.
The new Laura wore an ultra-thin, satin and lace bra that allowed the slightest touch to tease and tantalize her sensitive, little pink cherries. She closed her eyes and envisioned her next "appointment" with Brad Griffin, her company's largest client. She felt that familiar tingling sensation between her legs; it was the same little erotic thrill she always felt whenever she thought of him.
Laura opened her eyes to make sure her office door was completely close before hiking her short skirt up to her waist. She raised her right leg and rested her foot on the corner of her desk for better access. With her left hand, she reached down and pulled her lace panties to the side. God, she couldn't believe it as she touched herself with the middle finger of her right hand, she was already wet.
Again she closed her eyes and fantasized about being with him as she lightly glided her finger up and down her wanton slit. Her lips pursed tightly, her tongue was dry. Steadily she picked up the pace. Her breathing quickened. "Oh yes," she moaned under her breath. Instinctively, her hips bucked upward in an effort to assist the long, slender finger that penetrated the warm confines of her womanhood.
If she could just let it out, scream and rejoice in her ecstasy but her secretary sat just on the other side of her door. Just like yesterday and the day before, and the day before that, her pleasure would have to be subdued. God, it was so frustrating.
In her dream-like state, she could feel his presence. He watched her with an evil smile. She could feel the wickedness of his touch as she pulled her love juice up, smearing it over her clit.
Faster she rubbed the sensitive little button, back and forth, in circles, faster and faster until she could hold back no longer. Her chair rolled back on the carpeted floor as her body convulsed upward pulling her foot from on top of the desk. "Ahhh-ohhh-ummmm," she whimpered trying desperately to suppress her cries of euphoric mischief.
Still breathing heavily, she slumped back into her chair. Laura finally opened her eyes and glanced around making sure she was still alone. A small, devilish grin materialized on her pretty face.
The now appeased woman stood and took a deep breath as she pulled her skirt back down and straightened it out with her hands.
"I really need to get some work done," she mumbled to herself while wiping her fingers with a tissue.
As she sat back down at her desk; however, she found herself still daydreaming. Hmmmm, she thought, maybe some new lingerie; something really unscrupulous, like...like a bra with holes cut out for my nipples and some crotchless panties. I wonder if he'd like something like that? Ha, she chuckled to herself, of course he would, he's a man.
Briefly she pictured her handsome lover licking and biting her nipples as they stuck through the flimsy fabric. Laura looked at her desk clock, it was a little after four in the afternoon. Screw it, she told herself, I've done enough work for the day, I'm going to take off a little early and hit the mall on the way home.
Anticipating she may be at the mall a while, Laura called her daughter.
"Hi Ashley, it's mom."
"Hi Mom, guess what, I got an 'A' on my history test."
"Oh Ashley, that's wonderful. Keep up the good work, young lady. I know you want a car when you turn sixteen next year; if you keep getting grades like that I don't see how your father can refuse," Laura said encouraging her only daughter.
"Really Mom, you really think dad will buy me car?"
"Well you keep your grades up and we'll work on him together. We both know he can't refuse the two of us when we gang up on him," she told Ashley with a chuckle. "Listen honey, I have to go to the mall and do some shopping on the way home, so will you be a dear and start dinner. Everything's in the fridge on the top shelve."
"Sure mom," Ashley replied still excited over the possibility of getting a car. "Are you buying dad's birthday present?"
Her daughter's innocent question caught her by surprise. Shit, she thought, I forgot all about Harrison's birthday. On the other hand, it's the perfect excuse for stopping at the mall.
"Yes honey, but don't tell dad."
"Oh I won't, mom. Ah, could you do me a favor and put my name on it too. I kind of blew through my allowance this week," she admitted sheepishly.
"Yes honey, I'll put your name on it too; any suggestions?"
"Not really, mom. You've known him longer than I have," she joked.
"All right, young lady, just keep the wisecracks to yourself. I'll find something nice, don't worry."
Damn, thought Laura after saying goodbye, I'm glad she mentioned it or I would have forgotten all about my loving hubby's birthday.
Laura stood undecided in the middle of the expansive aisle while hordes of people hustled by her on all sides. Decisions, decisions, she thought with Victoria's Secret on one side and Frederick's Of Hollywood on the other. Victoria's has better quality lingerie, but Frederick's stuff is sluttier. Since I'm probably not going to be wearing it more than once or twice, she reasoned, cheap and slutty it is.
An hour later, tickled with her purchase, Laura almost forgot again about her husband's birthday. Only as she passed the bookstore did she recollect her daughter's plea for the shared gift. Damn, get your head out of the clouds, she scolded herself silently as she turned and walked through the doorway.
Now, let's see, she wondered, what would he like? She roamed aimlessly around the store glancing at titles and book covers. Her husband had a wide range of interests, everything from non-fiction to science-fiction, from history to fantasy.
Laura's eyes scanned bookshelf after bookshelf looking for the perfect gift when a title jumped out at her, "'A' is for Adultery."
Adultery, she silently repeated. She never realized before what a crude word it was. Almost immediately the word seemed to take on an evil connotation. A small chill went up her spine as her mind pulled up images of dirty motel rooms and illicit sex. Why couldn't they have named it, "'A' is for Affair," that sounds so much better, not so harsh.
Laura couldn't help herself; she took the front copy from the shelf and started thumbing through it. Stopping at the table of contents, she skimmed over the different chapters.
1.)The difference between men and women.
2.)Women's two needs; emotional, and sexual.
3.)The subtleties of discontent.
4.)The, "maybe," trap.
She read the subtitles of all twelve chapters but it was the last one that almost knocked the wind out of her...
12.) Can you salvage your marriage?
Almost as if it had been a snake that bit her, Laura quickly returned the book to the shelf, grabbed one she saw earlier that she thought her husband might enjoy, and headed for the checkout counter.
"Will this be all, ma'am?" asked the little clerk behind the desk. Laura wondered if she was even twenty years old.
"Yeah," she replied digging in her purse for the cash. What do they mean, 'can I salvage my marriage?' My marriage isn't in trouble she told herself, rejecting the very concept while still rummaging through her purse.
Suddenly her hand stopped, she looked back up at the pretty cashier. "No, wait," she said almost frantically. "I'll be right back." Laura left the other book on the counter and almost ran to claim a copy of the troublesome hardcover for herself.
Does she know? Laura wondered as she set the book on the counter next to the other one. She watched the young woman for any hint of disapproval or judgment as the cashier put both books into a bag and rang up the transaction. She'd have to get wrapping paper later, she thought, at that moment she just needed to get out of there.
Chapter twelve felt like a weight pressing on her shoulders as she hurried to the car. Damn it, thought Laura while navigating the streets that led home, I don't really think my marriage is in jeopardy. Millions of people have a little fling now and then; they get away with it. Harrison suspects nothing, he'll never find out unless I tell him and I'm not about to do that.
Still...she couldn't get her mind off the subject, I really do want to read that book, but when? I can't very well read it at home and I'm too busy to do it at work. I'll...I'll have to limit myself to lunch hours, she told herself.
Harrison and Ashley were already seated at the kitchen table when she walked in.
"Hey honey," spoke a smiling Harrison, "you're just in time. Everything's still hot."
Laura grabbed her dish from the table and started loading it up. "Everything looks delicious, Ashley. Thank you so much. You're getting to be quite a cook," she said bending down and kissing the top of her daughter's head on her way to her seat.
"Thanks mom."
Even though he knew he'd never get it out of her, Harrison was going to have fun teasing his wife and trying get her to spill the beans. "So, what'd you buy at the mall, huh; some sexy lingerie maybe, for your dashing husband's birthday?"
Suddenly it seemed she was drowning in a sea of guilt and disgrace. Yes, she had bought sexy lingerie, but not for her husband! Desperately she tried to mask her shame. "Wouldn't you like to know," she replied with a forced chuckle.
All night she tried to act normal and evidently succeeded because neither her daughter nor husband implied they'd sensed anything wrong. That night Harrison climbed into bed but made no overture toward making love. Laura was relieved. She didn't think she could, she was too upset. That twelfth chapter kept haunting her thoughts. What if he did find out, would he forgive me? She worried. She tried closing her eyes but it was no use. Her mind was a whirlwind of, 'what if's.'
The next morning wasn't much different. All she could think of was how her little tryst could affect her marriage. As she pulled into work she grabbed the book from under the driver's seat of her car. It was still wrapped in the plastic bag from the bookstore. Originally she was going to leave it in the car and only read it on her lunch hour but maybe she'd get a break during the day.
"Good morning, Laura," greeted her middle aged secretary.
"Good morning, Cathy. Oh, Cathy," she replied as a second thought. "Do me a favor and screen my calls today, would you. I've got a busy day today and I don't want to be bothered unless it's something important, okay?"
"No problem," Cathy countered. At the same time she wondered what it was that would keep her boss so busy, she made up the itinerary, and as far as she knew, there wasn't that much on the agenda.
Laura removed the hard bound copy from the bag and laid it on her desk before removing her suit jacket and hanging it on the back of her chair. She stared at the foreboding publication. It was written by a well know psychologist who specialized in marital relationships. She recognized his name when she saw it in the store. He had been on TV talk shows and even on PBS. She was sure he knew what he was talking about.
As much as she wanted to jump ahead to chapter twelve and learn how to save her marriage, Laura decided to start at the beginning. She opened it and stared at the first page, "The Difference between Men and Women," loomed at the top. She forced a nervous chuckle, hell even I know that, she thought unconsciously trying to lighten her mood. Just then Cathy knocked on her door.
"Laura here's your coffee," she said merrily walking in like she did every day. Laura quickly opened the middle drawer of her desk and tossed the hardcover inside.
"Thank you, Cathy," she said taking the cup with a phony smile. Inwardly all she wanted was for her secretary to disappear so she could get started reading.
"Don't forget you have an appointment with Brad Griffin tomorrow. I thought I'd remind you today because I know you always like to dress a little sexy when you see him," she said with a wink.
Suddenly Laura's whole body seemed to break out in a cold sweat. If Cathy noticed was it possible her husband also noticed? Did Cathy know? Laura didn't know what to say. Should she admit to dressing sexy for him, or should she deny it? Before she could speak, Cathy let her off the hook.
"I know...a little innocent flirting never hurt anybody, especially when it comes to keeping our biggest client happy, huh. I don't blame you one bit. If I looked like you I'd flirt with every guy who came into this place," she said walking out of the office.
Laura's hand was actually shaking as she took her first sip of machine coffee for the day. She anxiously pulled the book from the drawer and opened it again to the first page.
She was already well into the third chapter when a knock on the door broke her concentration.
"Laura I'm going to lunch, do you want me to bring you back something?"
She glanced at the clock, it was twelve-thirty. She was staggered. Where the hell had the time gone? She hadn't even looked at anything work-related all day.
"No thanks, Cathy, I'll grab something from the cafeteria," she answered. Laura waited to make sure her secretary left then lower her eyes again to the ominous text.
Almost every word she read so far seemed as though the author had written it just for her. Each chapter was an education, an insight into her own psyche. How was it possible that a man she'd never met could know her so well. He appeared to be familiar with her inner most thoughts and fears. She pondered over the various reasons why men and women have extramarital affairs and identified with several of them.
Yes, she was learning a lot about herself but she was still anxious to discover this wise man's secret to saving her marriage. Within moments of her secretary's departure, Laura had forgotten all about her stomach and delved back down into the depths of her soul as it was transcribed within the pages before her.
"That must be some book," said Cathy startling her boss. "You've hardly poked your nose out of it all day. Did you ever get anything to eat?"
Laura should have known she couldn't hide it from her secretary. She knew everything that went on in the office. Laura put another forced grin on her face before speaking. "Yeah, it's very good," she said still not showing Cathy the cover. "It's a psychology book. It's never a bad thing to learn more about what makes people tick," she explained.
"Well I just wanted to let you know I'm heading home; see you tomorrow," Cathy cheerily declared walking out the door.
Again Laura looked at the clock. It was a quarter past five and she hadn't done one lick of work all day. She felt guilty but still considered it time well spent.
That night at home, Laura was upbeat. She'd learned a lot about why people turn to infidelity when other things in their life seemed to be missing. She had only two more chapters to read the next day. She would be done before noon. By that time she would also know how to make sure her husband never found out about her little mistake.
When she and Harrison went to bed that night Laura wasn't horny, but she felt she had to reaffirm her love for her husband. Even if he never found out about her dalliance with Brad, she'd always know. She needed to make love to him for her sake.
"Ummm, someone's hormones are raging tonight," he whispered with a grin.
"It's those he-man pheromones radiating from your body," she replied matching his biological reference with one of her own.
Laura loved running her fingers through his chest hair. She could feel the toned muscles lying beneath the curly strands. She reminded herself just how lucky she was to have such a man in her life. Slowly she let her hand drift southward where she discovered another patch of curly hair, only this one had a hard cock rising from it.
"Oooo, it looks like pheromones aren't the only thing radiating from your body," she chuckled.
He moaned in exquisite, hedonistic pleasure as she gently wrapped her fingers around his stiff shaft. With her full lips and agile tongue, Laura worked her way down to her target. She licked, slurped, twirled, and bobbed up and down until he thought his skin would rip apart.
When Laura knew the time was right, she scooted into position and mounted her hunky husband with a moan of her own. She leaned forward, resting her hands on his masculine chest and rocked back and forth. She could feel her vaginal walls gripping him, devouring his love. Together they moved in unison, their tangled bodies wet with sweat.
Laura threw her head back, pounding on her stallion's chest as every nerve in her body raced to ecstasy. She could feel his hands around her waist, encouraging every thrust.
"Oooooo GOD!" she screamed as her body shuddered with euphoria. Almost by instinct, she knew Harrison was coming as well. She could hear his guttural groan as her body took her higher into conjugal bliss.
With a mighty exhale she collapsed on her husband's heaving pecks. She felt his arm encompass her as they lay struggling to regain some respiratory rhythm.
Harrison chuckled from sheer exhaustion as he wrapped his partner up in both arms and held her close. "God, I love you so much," he told her. "What would I ever do without you?"
His words pierced her heart as if they were arrows. She wiped a tear from her eye as she prayed he'd never have to find out. Luckily his eyes were closed so he didn't see it. She looked at the only man she ever loved and wondered how she could have been so stupid.
The next day Laura couldn't wait to get back to her book. She didn't even bother to hide it when Cathy came in with her coffee.
"Back to the book? It must be good. Can I read it when you're done?"
Laura looked up. "Well I think it's promised to someone else, next, but maybe after that."
Cathy noticed her boss' conservative business suit and wondered if she'd forgotten about her appointment. "You haven't forgotten about Brad, have you?"
Laura had forgotten about him...all about him. She had no intention of keeping their "meeting," but she didn't want to waste time explaining it to Cathy, for the moment. She'd simply call him a little later and tell him herself, but for right now, all she wanted to do was finish her book.
She smiled up at her secretary. "No, I haven't forgotten. Thanks for reminding me though. Ah, just like yesterday, screen my calls for me, okay?"
"Sure," she said walking out and closing the door behind her.
Laura wasted no time, one sip of coffee and she picked up right where she'd left off the day before. She inhaled every word. At the end of the eleventh chapter she was astonished with the author's understanding of human emotions and his ability to explain them in layman's terms. What an education, she told herself. She'd learned so much. She had a much fuller understanding of what led her to that motel room, and why it was so exciting to let Brad stick his dick into her.
Laura took a short break and leaned back in her chair. She closed her eyes to give her weary brain a rest. Everything she'd learned, all the self- examinations, introspective analyzing and soul-searching...none of it could ease the pain she felt for betraying her husband and daughter.



With a soulful sigh, Laura straightened up and turned to the next page. "Chapter twelve; Can you salvage your marriage?" It had been what she was so interested in reading but now her hand trembled. Now she looked at the page with trepidation. What if the answer was no? She couldn't bear the thought of losing Harrison. Surely the author, with all his wisdom, will inform her of a full-proof way to keep that from happening. Laura started to read...
Chapter 12
Can you salvage your marriage?
So far we have examined the many traps and pitfalls that give some a license to commit adultery, at least in their own minds. We have discussed the most common needs, both physical and emotional, that were lacking in their lives and not being met by their spouses or their circumstances. We have inspected and scrutinized the emotional ties they felt with their lover. Now comes the hard part, taking full responsibility and facing the consequences of their actions.
She read on...
Finished! Laura closed the cover on the tear-soaked pages of chapter twelve.
Cathy thought she heard crying from inside Laura's office. She gently knocked. "Laura, are you alright?" There was no answer but now she was sure her boss was crying. The concerned secretary and friend cracked the door open and poked her face inside. Laura was slumped over her desk, her head lay on her folded arms, her body heaved with each sob.
Cathy walked to her side and affectionately laid her hand on her weeping friend's back. "Laura, honey, what's wrong?"
It was a couple minutes before Laura could compose herself enough to talk. "I'll...I'll be alright," she wept. "I have some...some personal problems right now, that's all. I'm sorry, Cathy. Please don't worry, I'll be fine," she assured her friend and co-worker.
For the first time, Cathy caught sight of the title of the book that had Laura so engrossed. Her heart suddenly went out to her boss as she immediately assumed the cheating spouse was Harrison. She had been the sounding board for other girlfriends in her position. She knew they were usually reluctant to talk but she wanted Laura to know she was there if she needed her.
"Honey, anytime you want to talk about it, please don't hesitate. I'm a good listener," she said.
Unaware of Cathy's thoughts, she thanked her and promised to take her into her confidence at a later date.
Cathy set a box of tissues on her desk along with a hot cup of coffee. "I'm going to give you some privacy, Laura, but don't forget I'm right outside your door if you need something."
Laura thanked her but was more thankful for the privacy. She had to think, she had to sort this out. How could she...there was no way, the pain it would cause...
She was confused, frightened...no, terrified was more like it. She needed to talk to someone but not Cathy...Val, her best friend, her one and only confidant through all her trials and tribulations since high school.
Laura pulled the cell phone from her purse and hit speed dial. "Hi Val, it's me."
"Hi girlfriend, what's going on? You sound a little down."
"Val, I need to talk to you. I know it's short notice but could you meet me somewhere?"
"When?"
"Now...where ever you say, I'll come to you."
Valerie could hear the desperation in her voice and was immediately concerned. "Sure, honey. Are you at work?"
"Yeah, but I'll meet you anywhere."
"Okay, well I'm in Arlington Hills right now. Why don't we meet at that little outdoor café on Devon and River, that's about half way between you and me...say, in half and hour?" she said checking her watch.
"Perfect, Val. Thanks so much, I'll see you there." Laura disconnected the call, stuffed the book into her purse, and hurried out of her office. "I'm going to take a long lunch, Cathy. If anyone calls, just take a message and tell them I'll call them back," she said as she hustled through the outer office.
"Wait...Laura, what about Brad? Are you..." Laura was already out the door. Cathy jumped up and tried to catch her but Laura was already in her car. "Shit," she said out loud. "This isn't good."
It was a little after eleven when Laura pulled into Plato's parking lot. She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself before walking to where they had the outdoor area set up in a little garden behind the building. She couldn't ever remember being happier to see her friend's smiling face.
Laura bent over and gave her high school chum a big hug before sitting down on the opposite side of the small, round table. "Thanks for coming, Val."
"Okay, Laura, now what's this all about? You sounded frantic over the phone."
Laura took the book from her purse and laid it on the table. "Val, I...I've done something terrible," she was barely able to it choke out.
Val looked at the book, still not comprehending what her distraught friend was trying to tell her. She gave Laura a puzzled look.
"Val, I cheated...I cheated on Harrison," she blurted out as the tears started to flow again.
Valerie's face showed her definite disapproval, her voice turned harsh. "You...I can't believe it. Laura how could you?" she asked with vehemence.
Laura's body was trembling again. She could feel her friend's disappointment. "I don't know," she said slowly shaking her head. "That book outlines practically every human emotion you could ever experience and then some. That guy knows what people are thinking, how they feel and act. He can give you a million reasons why people do what they do. I read every word and I still can't explain why I did it. Oh, I can tell you why the book says I did it; I just can't believe it myself."
Once the initial shock was over, Valerie saw the pain and suffering Laura was in. "Okay, okay," she said reaching over and patting Laura's hand. "Are you still seeing this guy?"
"No...well, I was supposed to meet him today but I'm not going to. I'm going to tell him I never want to see him again."
"Well that's at least a step in the right direction. Who is he, does Harrison know him?"
"No, no, the guy's a client. Harrison's never met him."
"Thank God. Chances are they'll never run into each other then. If you don't ever see him again, maybe you'll be lucky and Harrison will never find out."
It sounded so logical, but... "Val, I wanted to talk to you because...well, according to that book, the best chance I have of saving my marriage is to confess."
"Confess; to who...Harrison? Are you nuts, it'll kill him. He'd never forgive you, Laura. You can't."
"I know, but according to the book..."
"Oh book, smook; think about what you're saying. God, if Harrison doesn't know, just pray he never finds out, and go on like nothing ever happened, that's all. Shit, Laura, think of what this could do to your family, how it would affect Ashley."
"Val, I am thinking about my family. My God, I'm terrified. I know exactly what it could do, I could lose them, I'm aware of that, but the book says it's keeping secrets that tears families apart. Val, adultery is about deceit and betrayal. It's about breaking trust. How do I ever get him to trust me again if I continue to deceive and betray him? Being open and honest from the start is the first step in regaining his trust."
She pulled a tissue from her purse and wiped her nose. "I know what I have to do, Val, but I've never been so scared in my life. I've got to tell him but how can I hurt the man I love like that. It's going to be devastating for Ashley too. I was so stupid and selfish before when I decided to have a little fun, but now I have to think of my family. They come first," she said wiping her eyes again. "I just wish I had thought of them before I slept with Brad."
"I don't know what to tell you, Laura. It sounds like you've already made up your mind and when you put it that way, it certainly sounds like the right thing to do...it's just...God girl, you're taking such a chance."
Just then the waitress came up to take their orders. As she left, Val remembered another case of infidelity.
"I don't think you ever met my cousin, Marilyn, did you?"
"No, I've heard you talk about her but I've never met her," Laura replied.
"Well her husband cheated on her and she divorced him. He begged her to forgive him but she couldn't do it. A couple years later we were talking and she told me she didn't think it would have hurt so much if she didn't love him like she did."
"How did she find out about the affair?" Laura asked.
"Ah, well yeah, he sure as hell didn't confess. He was screwing one of her best friends. A mutual acquaintance ratted on them and told Marilyn. They were still going at it when she found out. The fact that it was a friend of hers made it even worse. How long have you been seeing this guy?"
"About two months...well, that we've...you know. I've actually known him for several months."
"Two months, is that all? I don't know, Laura, if you've only been doing it with him for two months, and Harrison doesn't even know him, what are the chances that he'll ever find out?"
"I know, I know, but what if he does? What if someone saw us come out of the room together or somebody overhears Brad bragging to a friend; can I take that chance? I don't want to lose my husband, Val. I can't lose him. I think I'd die without Harrison."
"No, you wouldn't die. You might wish you were dead sometimes but you'd survive. Don't forget, you have a daughter, too."
They both fell silent as the waitress brought their food and refilled their coffee cups. Both ladies needed a little break anyway so they started on lunch.
Half way through eating, Laura's cell phone rang. She looked at the display and saw it was Cathy. "It's work, I'd better take it," she said tapping the connect button.
"Hi Cathy, what's up?"
"Laura, Brad Griffin called looking for you. He sounded upset. I tried to remind you before you left but you were too quick for me."
"I'm sorry, Cathy. I'll call..." she was interrupted by her phone's call waiting. "Cathy, he's calling me right now. I'm going to take it so I have to let you go."
Cathy was shocked to hear Brad had her boss' private cell number but before she could ask about it, Laura disconnected. Cathy made a mental note to ask Laura about it when she came back in.
"Hello, Brad," Laura answered while looking at her scowling friend across the table.
"Laura, where are you? Is everything alright? I've been waiting in this stupid motel room for over an hour."
"No, Brad, I'm sorry but everything isn't alright. I can't do it anymore, not now, not ever. It's over, Brad. I never want to see you again."
There was a moment of silence on the other end. When he spoke again the confidence in his voice was gone.
"Laura, what's wrong? Did I do something to offend you?"
"No, Brad, it's nothing like that. This is wrong. Us seeing each other is wrong. I'm a married woman with a teenage daughter. I love my family. It should have never happened in the first place and it'll never happen again."
"Did, ah...did your husband find out? Is he making you do this?"
"No, no he doesn't know anything. This is my decision, no one else's."
"Well can't we at least talk about this? I mean, you and I were just starting to..."
"NO, I mean it, Brad. Please don't try to call me again or see me...nothing, it's over."
Laura's voice was firm, full of resolve. He knew she meant every word. Too bad, he thought, she was fun and they were just getting to know each other. He had been looking forward to many more months of enjoying her body. Oh well, he knew she was married, he knew this would happen sooner or later, he was just hoping for later. I'll give her a little time, he thought. I'll still see her now and then at her office; I can always try to pick it up a little down the road.
"Okay, Laura," he relented. "But if you change your mind, I'll be..."
Laura disconnected the call before he could finish his statement. "That's, that," she said dropping the phone back into her purse.
"What did he say?" ask Val.
"Nothing much, just that he'd be around if I changed my mind."
"That's right, you said he was a client." A thought struck her. "You don't think he'd try and blackmail you, do you? You know, hold his business over your head if you don't continue to sleep with him?"
"I don't think so. He needs us as much as we need his business, besides it wouldn't make any difference, Val."
"No, no of course not. Not if you're going to tell Harrison anyway." She took a small sigh. "I don't envy you, honey. I wouldn't want to be in your shoes for anything." Her heart was going out to her good friend of twenty years. Again, she reached over the table and held her hand. "Is there anything I can do to help?"
Not once during their luncheon, had Laura's eyes stopped watering. She moved her thumb to caress the loving fingers of a true friend.
"There is one thing," she said looking up. "Would you be able to take Ashley tomorrow night for me? I've got a few things to do between now and then. I'm going to tell her tomorrow when she gets home from school. If you could come over about five, that would give me time to prepare to tell Harrison when he gets home at six. I'm not sure how he'll take it, but I don't want him to feel he has to restrain himself because of his daughter. He'll need to be able to express himself freely. I know it'll be hard on Ashley, but I think it's best," she said wiping her eyes again with a tissue.
"Of course, honey, but you're not going to tell Ashley everything, are you?"
"Val, she's part of the family. She's going to be as deeply affected as any of us. She has a right to know the facts."
"I'll be there, Laura. Good luck, I don't think I could do what you're doing," she said.
Laura got up and hugged her. "Thank you," she said with appreciation. "I don't have much choice; I'm fighting for the life of my family. I just pray I'm not too late." She grabbed the check and was gone.
It was after three o'clock by the time she got back to the office. "Cathy, I'm sorry I rushed out on you like that. It was kind of an emergency. Did anyone else call but Brad?"
"No, just him." She couldn't stop wondering, she had to ask. "Laura, why does Brad have your cell number?"
"Cathy, bear with me until tomorrow. Then I'll tell you all about it, okay? Right now I have a ton of things I have to get done. I'll be in my office working. Just let me know when go, will you."
True to her word, two hours later, Cathy knocked on the office door and announced she was leaving for the day. Laura left soon afterward.
That evening Laura watched her family with a new appreciation for what she had, and fear of what she might lose. It would be the last night her family would be this happy for a very long time, if ever again.
She stood in the kitchen doorway and watched with tears as Harrison helped their daughter with her Algebra. With the patience of a saint, he painstakingly explained each mathematical formula. She chuckled at their father-daughter banter. If it came down to it, who would she chose to live with, she wondered; more than likely, her father. Maybe that's what's she deserved, to have her family taken from her, but just the thought was unbearable. If it really happened she didn't think she'd be able to survive...what would be the point?
The whole time, her mind searched in vain for another way. Was Valerie right, what were really the odds her husband would find out what she'd done? Maybe she COULD just go on as if nothing had ever happened; it'd just stay her dirty, little secret. 'Secret,' there was that word again. The word that tears families irreparably apart; the word that destroys the trust we have in our partners.
She finally had to turn and walk away. She had to gather herself just to speak. "Honey, I'm going to relax in a hot tub for a while, okay?"
"Go ahead, honey," responded Harrison.
"Yeah, mom, we'll be another hour here so take your time," Ashley told her.
Once in the sanctuary of her bath, Laura could hold back no longer. She prayed no one would come upstairs and hear her as she broke out and sobbed like a little girl.
That night she felt compelled to make love to Harrison again but she could tell he wasn't in the mood. Instead of pushing it, she cuddled up and spooned him. "I love you, Harrison," she whispered.
"I love you too, babe," he responded. "Good night."
The next morning Laura appeared to be in full work mode as she greeted her secretary.
"Good morning, Laura," Cathy said, laying her coffee down. "No book today?"
Laura thanked her for the coffee then responded to her question. "No, no book today. Cathy, I'm going to need about two uninterrupted hours this morning, okay?"
"Yes ma'am."
It was a little after eleven when Laura asked Cathy to step into her office.
"Hi, Cathy," she said looking up with red eyes. "Please, have a seat."
Cathy was beginning to wonder what was going on. She could tell Laura had been crying again but now she sounded business like; something wasn't right.
Laura continued, "Cathy, yesterday you asked why Brad had my cell number; for the last two months, he and I have been having an affair."
Cathy thought it must have been something like that; the way Laura had been acting, the tears then Brad having her number...still, to hear it was actually true was a shock. "What...Laura, no..."
"I'm afraid it's true. Up until the time I bought that book I was reading, I would have described it as an innocent little tryst, but as I found out, there's nothing innocent about adultery."
"Oh Laura, I don't know what to say."
"There's nothing TO say, Cathy. It's my mess. I created it, now I have to clean it up. Here are two envelopes," she said handing them to her over the desk. "They both have my signatures and confirm the emails I sent off to corporate a few minutes ago. The first one is my resignation..."
"Laura, no," Cathy broke in.
Laura held up her hand to stop her secretary from interrupting, then continued. "The first one is my resignation. The second one is my recommendation for you to take my job."
"Me?" Cathy uttered with surprise. "But I'm just a..."
"Yes, you; you were Mr. Barester's secretary before you were mine. You were the one who helped me take his place. You probably know more about running this place than he and I put together."
"Why, Laura, why do you have to quit?"
"Because as long as I work here I will still have to have contact with Brad, and if I want to stand any chance at all of keeping my family together, I can't allow that.
Now," Laura said with a sigh," I've cleaned up all the loose ends that I know of. You shouldn't have any emergencies popping up, at least not today. Right now it's lunch hour at corporate but I image your phone will start ringing as soon as the big wigs get back from their liquid lunches. Oh, by the way," she said opening the file drawer on the side of her desk and pulling out a sheet of paper, "this is a glowing letter of recommendation I wrote for you as well, just in case you ever need it. Hopefully you won't" she said sticking it back in Cathy's file.
Cathy was truly saddened by her boss' decision to leave. "Laura, I...I don't know what to say. Isn't there any other way? Do you have to quit?"
"Cathy, I let my stupidity, my inflated self-worth, and my ego, lead me into the worst decision of my life. As a result, the people I love the most are going to be terribly hurt. It's too late to prevent that. All I can do now is try to start the healing process as quickly as I can, and it starts today."
Cathy's tears now matched her boss'. They both stood and hugged one another.
"Good luck, Cathy. Make sure you get those letters in today's mail. Corporate will want verification of my emails as soon as possible."
"I will," she wept. "Good luck to you too, Laura, I don't know what made you do what you did but I always liked you. I was so happy when they picked you to take over for Mr. Barester. Please take care of yourself."



"I will," she confirmed. "Now," said Laura looking around her office just once more, "it's all yours, my friend." With those parting words, Laura left her office for the last time.
Cathy flopped down in the leather chair while still trying to comprehend what just happened. While reaching across the desk for a tissue, something caught her eye. Sticking partially out of the trash can was a box from Frederick's of Hollywood. She knew it was wrong to open it. There was no doubt it belonged to her former boss, but you know what they say about curiosity.
She dabbed her eyes with the tissue then reached in and pulled the box from the can. She laid it on the table and lifted the top. It was certainly a day for surprises. Never in her wildest dreams could she image Laura in such an outfit...then again, she couldn't imagine her cheating on her husband either. I guess we all have a dark side to us, she thought.
Just then the phone rang and brought her back to reality...and so started Cathy's new job.
Laura walked into her home a little after noon. She thought she had everything worked out but all she could do was stand in the hall like a lost puppy. It would be three hours before Ashley got home. I'll go nuts if I just sit and wait, she told herself.
There was still some coffee left. She decided to sit and have a cup while she tried to think of something constructive to do. Her eyes fixated on nothing but air as her mind ran through one scenario after another. At first she tried to think of ways to soften the blow of her confession. Then she remembered what the book had told her; be totally honest, don't make excuses, don't try to minimize the gravity of the situation or the severity of pain your loved one feels, and answer all questions directly and to the best of your ability.
"Mom, are you home?"
Suddenly her daughter's voice jolted her back to the moment. She looked at the wall clock and was shocked to see it was after three.
Fear gripped her entire being. She froze, her body went rigged, her mind went blank as she saw her daughter standing in the doorway. She felt tears filling her eyes but she couldn't move her hand to wipe them away.
"Mom, what's wrong? Are you sick?"
Slowly Laura forced herself back to a conscious state. "No, honey, I'm not sick," she said finally able to wipe her tears. "I've got some bad news..."
"Is it dad," Ashley cried, "Did something happen to dad?"
"No, no, honey, you father is fine," she responded immediately. "It's...your mother has done something bad, very bad, and I need to talk to you about it."
Ashley felt relieved. She thought something drastic had happened, something horrible. So her mother did something bad...this was her mother, how bad could it be?
"Mom, you scared me. Can I get a sandwich or something before we talk? I'm starving."
"Yes, honey, of course," answered Laura grateful for the small reprieve.
With all the energy of a teenager, Ashley navigated the kitchen quickly and deftly as she prepared her afternoon snack and poured herself a glass of milk. She sat down to the side of her mother at the kitchen table.
"Okay, mom," she said just before biting into her sandwich, "what did you want to talk about?"
Laura got up to get the last cup of cold coffee and stuck her it in the microwave. "I'll wait until you're done, honey. What I have to say will require your full attention."
Wow, thought Ashley, this sounds serious. She wasted no time in devouring her ham and cheese. She took the last swallow of milk while her mom quietly sipped the stale brew in her cup.
"Okay, mom, I'm done."
"Let's go into the living, honey. It'll be more comfortable there."
Laura sat on the couch and Ashley sat next to her. Both faced one another with their knees almost touching. Laura felt all the air in her lungs was gone and took a deep breath.
"Honey, I've done something very bad, something that I'm afraid is going to hurt you and your father very deeply, I cheated on your dad."
At first Ashley didn't grasp what her mother was saying. Cheated? Then it hit her, but she had to be wrong, that couldn't be what her mother meant, her mother would never do such a thing.
"What do meant, cheated, mom? You mean you had sex with another man?" she said needing clarification while her eyes were already starting to get watery.
"Yes, honey, I'm afraid that's exactly what I mean," she was barely able to choke out the words.
"HOW COULD YOU, mom, how could you do that to dad?" Ashley exclaimed with tears now streaming down her cheeks.
"I'm sorry," Laura blurted out, "I'm so sorry to hurt you like this." They almost fell in each other's arm and hugged. Ashley laid the side of her face on her mother's shoulder for comfort but couldn't stop weeping. The two held their embrace, trying to soothe one another while they cried themselves out.
It was several minutes before they broke the clinch. Laura grabbed a tissue and offered one to her daughter.
Ashley was still sniffling as she wiped her nose. "Mom, how you could do this? I don't understand, you love dad, how could you cheat on him like this?"
"It's hard to explain, honey. I bought a book that explains how things like this happen, but after reading it, I'm still not sure I understand it all. I can tell you that my promotion at work played a definite roll. I'd worked so hard through the years, there. When I was finally made the manager it gave me a sense of accomplishment. Unfortunately it also gave me a feeling of entitlement; I needed to enjoy the spoils of my success."
Laura grabbed another tissue before continuing. "According to the book, it's one of the most common reasons successful men cheat. It's a way of extending the control and power they have in the work place, to their personal lives. I guess I felt the same way," she admitted.
"I won't say a thing, mom. I'll never tell, don't worry."
"Honey, this isn't something we can keep from your dad. I have to..."
"YOU CAN'T TELL DAD, YOU CAN'T," Ashley yelled. "Mom, he'll divorce you! You know he will. You can't tell him, PLEASE, you can't!" Again she threw her arms around her mother and sobbed.
Laura's heart was shattering into a million pieces. Why, she kept asking herself, why did she do it?
"Honey, I did a terrible, terrible thing and now I have to try to make things right again."
"But, mom..."
"Honey, what if your dad ever found out on his own? He would be even more hurt than if I tell him about it; and, if that ever did happen, how could I ever convince him to stay with a woman, who not only cheated on him, but kept secrets from him as well?"
"Oh, mom, I'm afraid," cried Ashley. "Daddy's going to leave us, I just know it."
Laura held her sobbing daughter. She wanted to tell her that would never happen, her dad would never leave them, but she knew the reality was, he very well might leave.
"Honey, if it comes down to one of us leaving, it'll probably be me," she said while clearing her daughter's damp hair from her face.
"No, mom. I don't want you to go either. I want us all to stay together."
"I know, I know, honey. I'm going to try, I'm going to try as hard as I can, but I can't promise you."
Laura tried to console her daughter with loving touches as Ashley cried herself out again. By the time she finally started to calm down some, it was almost five o'clock.
"Ashley, I'm so sorry, none of this is fair to you, but I've got to ask you to be brave for me. I'm going to tell your father when he comes home today. As much as I hate to do this, I really think it'll be better if you're not here when I do it..."
"No, mom, don't send me away, please," begged Ashley.
"Honey, I not sending you away. I've asked Mrs. Collins to care for you for just tonight. You'll be back tomorrow, honey, I promise."
"Mom, can't I stay?"
"Honey, when I tell your dad, he's going to be very angry. He's going to have to let that anger out and I'm afraid he won't be able to if you're in the house. Please try to understand, honey. I'm so very sorry for this."
"Okay," responded Ashley wiping her nose again. "I understand. I'll go upstairs and pack."
Laura watched while her brave daughter climbed the stairs. A couple minutes later she heard Val knock.
"Hi," she greeted while stepping in. "How did it go?" she asked in a hushed tone.
Laura sighed. "About like I expected, I guess. The poor girl is devastated. Val, if I live through this I think I'm going to write a book of my own. I want to warn every woman out there about what it feels like to betray your family, the people you love the most."
"Actually, that doesn't sound like a bad idea, Laura. Maybe it would be therapeutic. Who knows, you might even make some money."
Just then Ashley came walking down the stairs with her overnight bag. "Hello, Mrs. Collins."
"Hello, Ashley," she replied. "I've got fried chicken for dinner tonight."
It was heartbreaking to see the sorrow in Ashley's face, for both women.
"Thanks," Laura told her friend. She looked down at her grief stricken daughter. "I know it's hard, but try not to worry too much, honey. Your dad is a fair man who loves us both very much."
"I love you, mom," Ashley said hugging her mother. As she was walking to the car she turned to beseech her mother one more time. "Mom, please don't tell dad, I'm afraid. I don't want you two to get a divorce."
"Honey, please. It's the only chance we have if we're ever going to be a real family again."
They had one more tearful exchange of goodbyes and Laura watched her daughter and best friend pulled out of the drive. She sat heavily on the first step that led to upstairs. She had to get herself organized. Thinking about her daughter packing for the night made her wonder, should I pack some clothes? It's probably not a bad idea incase Harrison throws me out, she thought.
Laura ran upstairs and packed enough clothes for several days then slid the suitcase under the bed so her husband couldn't see it. As Laura turned to leave she saw her purse on the dresser. She looked at the time on her cell phone; it was five-forty-five. In another fifteen minutes he'd be walking through the door. She took the book from her purse and carried it down stairs with her.
Almost zombie-like, she walked into the kitchen and made a fresh pot of coffee. She couldn't wait for the full pot. Her hand shook terribly as she poured herself a cup. She glanced at the wall clock...ten till.
Laura sat at the table, her heart was pounding in her chest; her eyes glistened with tears.
"Hi, hon, I'm home," she heard as he walked in the front door.
Continued...
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Laura sat at the table, her heart was pounding in her chest, her eyes glistened with tears.
"Hi, hon, I'm home," she heard as Harrison walked in the front door.
She tried to speak up and let him know where she was but nothing came out. Her hand shook even more as she brought it up to her face and started to weep again.
As soon as Harrison saw what was happening he rushed into the kitchen and to the side of his distressed wife. "Honey, what is it? He anxiously asked. He'd never seen her like this before. It suddenly occurred to him that he hadn't seen or heard Ashley yet. He was panic stricken. "Is it Ashley? Has she been hurt?"
All Laura could do was shake her head and whimper out a weepy sounding, "No, no. Ashley's alright, she's spending the night at Val's."
"Val's? Honey," he said kneeling next to her and rubbing her shoulder, "please, try to pull yourself together and tell me what's wrong."
She was overwrought with fear. "Please... please, just give me a minute," she begged wiping her eyes. "Why, ah... why don't you get some coffee and sit down, I have something I have to tell you," she sniveled.
Harrison respected her request. With one last gentle, reassuring rub of her shoulder he nervously walked over to the counter, removed a cup from the cabinet, and poured himself some coffee. By the time he walked back to the table and sat next to his wife, she was calming down a little.
"Harrison, I love you and Ashley more than life itself. I don't know what I would do without you both, but that love didn't stop me from doing something really stupid, something for which I am extremely ashamed and can only hope you will see it in your heart to forgive," she said finally looking at him.
Harrison sat, looking at his beautiful mate with a very perplexed look on his face. He had no idea what she was getting at.
"Harrison, I cheated on you; I had an affair with another man," she stated.
Her voice was still weak from crying and Harrison thought he must have misunderstood. He froze as he stared at the terrified look on his wife's face and realized he had heard her correctly, his loving wife cheated on him. He felt as if a cold fog had suddenly enveloped him. He couldn't speak. He couldn't think. He just kept hearing his wife's words echoing in his head.
Laura had tried to anticipate how he would react, but so far he hadn't moved. "Harrison, Harrison, please say something," she whimpered.
"What... what do you want me say?" he said just starting to emerge from his daze. "What am I supposed to say? Oh, I know, how about, oh, don't worry about it, dear; or maybe, hey let's have a threesome!" now his anger was bubbling to the top. "Or... or maybe, GEE, CAN I WATCH!" he yelled.
Suddenly, in one motion, he stood and threw the cup in his hand against the wall as hard as he could. It shattered into a thousand pieces and sent coffee and slivers of porcelain flying in every direction.
Laura flinched and ducked. She expected anger, but never in all their years of marriage had she seen him violent.
"FUCK YOU, LAURA... FUCK YOU ALL TO HELL," he yelled as he turned to leave.
"Wait... Harrison, please don't go, we have to... " the slamming of the front door ended her desperate plea.
She would have thought she'd been all cried out by this time but new tears rained from her red and swollen eyes.
I don't believe this, I don't fucking believe this! Harrison's mind was almost shouting at him through his thoughts. He walked briskly past his car and made a left at the sidewalk, giving no thought to where he was going or even to what direction he was headed. All he knew was that he had to get out of the house and he was in no mood to drive. He'd probably slam right into a light pole or something. DAMN, his thoughts continued to scream at him.
How could this happen? He asked himself. Have I not been a good husband; a good father? Have I not been a good provider?
His body was tense, his breathing, uneven. He had already covered three blocks in a rapid walk. He had to calm down before... before... damn, he told himself, I wish somebody would look at me cross eyed so I could hit the son-of-a-bitch!
It had been almost three hours since Harrison walked out. After crying until she finally could cry no longer, Laura swept up the broken cup and was on her hands and knees wiping up the sticky coffee when she heard the front door. She looked up to see Harrison come in and flop down in one of the kitchen chairs.
"I was worried about you. Are you okay?" she asked.
"Worried about me? Don't give me that crap; I don't want to hear it. If you were worried about me you wouldn't be in somebody else's bed. Well... now you can just go worry about your lover from now on."
"Harrison, please let me talk to you."
"Fine, talk; although I don't know what there is to talk about. I think you pretty much said it all, you were very clear, you're sleeping with another man, end of story as far as I'm concerned."
"Harrison, please listen to me... "
"Do you love him?" he asked without looking at her.
"Oh God, no; no, not at all. I don't even really know him."
"Really," he commented with a sneer. "You went to bed with him, you FUCKED him. I'd say you know him pretty damn well. Who is he? Do I know him?"
"No, no, you don't know him. I met him through work. He's one of our major clients."
"Ah huh, so if you don't love him, what was it then, a way to keep his business? Are you the new company whore?"
His harsh words tore into her very soul. She wanted to break down again but she couldn't, she had to at least try to talk to him.
"No, Harrison, it wasn't like that; please, listen to me. I was stupid and selfish but it's over. I quit my job today so I'll never have to see him again."
That caught his attention. "You quit your job?"
"Yes, I also changed my cell phone number. I had to show you it was truly over. I'll never see or talk to him again, I knew I had to make a clean break and if that's what it took, it was a small sacrifice to show you how sincere I am."
"Sincere, what a laugh," he mocked under his breath. "So what are you going to do to support yourself?" he asked.
"I don't know. I'm not worried about that right now, the only thing that I'm concerned with is saving my marriage and keeping my family together."
"Huh, fat chance of that; I can't live with a cheater, Laura. You should know that by now."
"Yes, yes I know," she said bowing her head. Laura got up from the floor and sat down on the opposite side of the table from her husband.
Harrison sat lifelessly, just staring into space.
"Harrison, I know how hollow it must sound to you, but I am so sorry."
"Yea, I know, it was all just a big mistake; you'll never let it happen again... right?" he said derisively. "What's his name, anyway?"
She remembered what the book taught her, make no excuses, explain it the best you can, and answer all his questions honestly.
"His name is Brad Griffin, and I wish I could say it was a mistake, Harrison, but I can't. Mistakes are made when people screw up because they don't know any better. I knew better, we both know that. No, it was selfishness and arrogance; I had worked so hard to break the glass ceiling at work, that when I did it, I felt entitled. I felt like life owed me something for all my effort. He was flattering and charming; I let myself believe he was my reward. It was the worst decision I ever made in my life and I'll regret it until the day I die."
Harrison lowered his head and rubbed his temples. He was getting a headache. He needed coffee; he might even drink it this time. He felt lost in his own house as he got up and poured a cup. His entire world seemed to be unraveling around him. This morning he was a strong, confident man with a loving wife and beautiful daughter. Now he was questioning his manhood and his loving wife turned out not to be so loving, but the worst part was his beautiful daughter. He was no fool. He knew how the courts worked. He was sure his wife would get full custody in the divorce. How would that affect the relationship between him and Ashley? They'd always been so close?
He stood at the counter, sipping coffee while he stared out the window. He just didn't understand how this could happen. He turned to face the only woman he ever loved.
"I'm going upstairs to pack. I'll see a lawyer tomorrow."
Although it really wasn't a surprise, her heart dropped at the mention of a lawyer. "No Harrison, if one of us has to go it should be me. I packed a bag earlier in case you threw me out," she admitted sadly.
"Really, and where would you go?"
"I don't know, to a motel I guess."
"Ah huh; and just how do you figure to pay for it?" he responded. "You don't have a job anymore, remember?"
"I don't know; I can afford a cheap motel, at least for a little while."
"And what happens after a little while? You think you're just going to move back in when you run out of money? Even cheap motels are fifty and sixty bucks a night and they're not very safe for a woman alone. Besides, we can't both quit our jobs. I still have to work and Ashley's going to need someone to be here for her. No, I'll get packed and be out of here as soon as possible," he said, in a voice still dripping with anger.
"Harrison, please, could you wait one more day so your daughter can see you before you go. She needs your reassurance that you still love her, that you're still her dad. Please, I'll sleep in the guest room tonight."
Ashley was the one and only card in the deck she could play and win.
"How much does she know?" he asked.
"Everything... well, except for the details of course, but I told her what I had done," Laura explained.
"Why; why did you do that? Couldn't you have just told her we had a fight or something?"
"She's our daughter, Harrison. This is going to impact her just as much as the rest of us, maybe more; she has a right to know the truth," Laura sadly pronounced.
Her argument was sound. It didn't take him long to relent. "Alright," he said with a sigh. "I'll come home after work tomorrow and talk to her before I take off."
"Thank you, Harrison, thank you so much."
"I'm not doing it for you, I'm doing it for her," he snapped.
Laura looked at the man who had always been a pillar of strength, the man with whom she always felt safe and protected. The anger was obvious, but behind it lurked the hurt, she could see it in his eyes; she could read it in his body language. He was slightly slumped over, his shoulders drooped and his head hung down. It was almost as if he had aged ten years in the last three hours. Laura couldn't ever remember hating anyone in her whole life, but at that moment, she hated herself, there was no other word for it.
"Harrison, I know I have no right to ask, but do you think you could do me a favor?"
"A favor?" he scoffed. "You've got balls I'll say that for you. Sure what is it, you want me to fix you up with one of the guys from work?"
Laura knew he was lashing out to hurt her like she hurt him, but his words still felt like a dagger through her heart. She had never seen him in so much pain and knowing she was the cause made everything so much worse.
"Harrison, this is a psychology book that deals with adultery. It's very good. It opened my eyes to what I was doing and what I was risking. Will you read it?
"Me... why? I'm not the one sleeping in someone else's bed."
"I know, Harrison, but it explains the reasons why people get caught up in affairs, and there're tons of them. It goes into people's vulnerabilities... "
"Ah huh, and you think there's something in there that'll get me to forgive you. Forget it Laura."
"No, that's not it. Please, Harrison. I'm not making any excuses, but at the very least it will point out that my affair had nothing to do with your ability to please me, in or out of the bedroom. It will help you see that this was my fault, not yours. You weren't responsible in any way. Please," she reiterated while pushing the book across the table to where he had been sitting.
"I'm going up to take a shower," he said downing the last of his coffee. "Then I'm going to move some clothes into the guest room for tomorrow. You can have the bedroom. I don't want to sleep in that bed anymore."
Again his words cut into her soul. "What about dinner?" Laura asked.
"I'm not hungry," he replied walking past the table and leaving the book where it lay.
No one got any sleep that night, not Harrison, not Laura, and not Ashley. Laura heard Harrison moving around an hour or so before the alarm was due to go off. She thought of making him some breakfast but if he was up that early it was because he didn't want to see her and she had to respect that. She knew she had to give him some space and time to deal with everything.
She laid awake listening, visualizing what he was doing, and praying it wouldn't be the last time she would ever hear him getting ready for work. When she heard the front door shut she was sure her heart stopped.
Laura wasn't about to get any sleep anyway so she got up and put her robe on to go down stairs. She was hoping he took the book with him but it was still on the table right where she left it.
Laura felt empty inside as she robotically maneuvered around her kitchen making breakfast. By the time she was finishing her first cup of coffee for the day, she had already questioned her decision to come clean, at least three or four times, again.
She sat, numbly staring at the wall in search of her future. She was going to need a new job whether Harrison stayed or not. Her mind was also mulling around Val's suggestion to write a book. At first it sounded ridiculous. Other than a few essays in high school, she'd never written anything before, but the more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea. Even if it never got published, at the least it would probably be cathartic. It was something to think about.
Laura was so deep in thought that the ringing of the wall phone startled her. It wasn't even eight-thirty yet; it could only be one person.
"Hello Val, how is Ashley doing?"
"How did you know it was me," Val asked a little astonished.
"Who else would call me this early? How is she?"
"Ah... well she cried most of the night. I didn't send her to school. I think it would be a waste of time, besides she needs you."
"Yeah, I agree. Let me grab a shower and I'll come over and pick her up, okay?"
"That's fine. She's still in bed but I'll start breakfast and let her know you're coming for her. She just needs to be with family."
"Okay, thanks for taking her, Val."
"It was no problem. So... how did it go?"
"Not too well. He was going to move out last night but I talked him into coming home tonight after work so he could talk to Ashley first. Val, maybe I should have listened to you and not said anything. You should have seen him, I hurt him so deeply, he was in so much pain all I wanted to do was wrap my arms around him and hold him, but of course I couldn't. I've caused so much grief, first Ashley then Harrison, it was the most heartbreaking experience I've ever gone through and I know it was worse for them."
"Well, if it's any consolation, after we talked the other day I changed my mind about not telling Harrison. I think you were right to tell him, honey. A marriage should not be based on a lie, and by not telling him that's exactly what you'd be doing, lying by omission. No, I think you did the right thing. I'm still not sure about telling Ashley but I know you're doing what you feel is best. I just hope it works out for you."
"Thanks Val, that means a lot. Ah, if I come over about nine-thirty, is that okay?"
"Yeah," Val answered, "that'll be fine."
Laura dragged herself into the shower. She was hoping the soothing hot water would help calm her nerves but it did nothing more than wash away the tracks of her tears.
Just before leaving, Laura remembered the book sitting on the kitchen table. She still hoped she could get Harrison to read it. He was right of course, there was nothing in it that would give him a reason to forgive her, but if he understood how many human emotions were involved maybe he at least wouldn't hate her. Laura brought the book upstairs and laid it on her dresser.
The moment she stepped into Val's house Ashley ran and hugged her tightly. Laura covered her with a protective wrap of her arms, cradling the young girls head in her hand.
"What did he say, mom; what did dad say?" she asked with tears in her eyes.
Laura looked to her friend sitting on the couch, for guidance but a subtle shake of Val's head told her there was none forthcoming.
How could she tell her daughter? What words could she possibly use to reduce the terrible hurt Ashley would feel when her dad moved out of the house? Obviously there were none.
"Honey, Your father was extremely hurt and very angry. I honestly don't know what's going to happen, but he did say he was going to move out of the house."
She felt Ashley start to sob more heavily.
"Honey, you will still see him. If I know your father he won't move very far and I would never restrict your time with him in any way. Remember, honey, he's angry with me, not you."
Harrison sat at his desk. Something, a noise of some kind brought him back to reality. He realized he'd been staring at the same sheet of paper for the last forty minutes and had yet to read the first word. His mind was in turmoil. His subconscious was traveling back in time, not in a linear fashion, but in a series of broken flashbacks, searching for clues, for something that would make some sense of his current plight. There was nothing.
His brain switched gears from the past to the future. What will life be like after the divorce, he wondered? What will it do to my relationship with my daughter?
When he walked into his office earlier that morning, Harrison had every intension of calling a good divorce lawyer, first thing. He glanced at the clock on his desk, it was almost noon and he hadn't dialed the number yet.
Harrison rose from his chair and walked over to his third story window. He was tired. The emotional strain he was going through was draining him physically as well. He was confused, unsure of himself. What's wrong with me, he asked himself. He was always so confident in his judgment. Even as a young boy he could analyze whatever situation came up and use cold, hard logic to bring it to a successful conclusion. But this wasn't logical and as hard as he tried to look at it like that, in the end he knew the conclusion would be anything but a success.
The other thing on his mind was Ashley. He knew she would be hurt terribly by him moving out and divorcing her mother, but somehow he had to make her understand. Huh, he snickered to himself, how am I going to make her understand when I don't understand it myself?
As the day grew older, Harrison became more anxious. All day he'd been at a loss as to what to do. It wasn't like him. He had tried repeatedly to analyze things but how do you analyze feelings of the heart. He'd loved Laura for twenty years and as hurt, disappointed, and angry as he was, that love was not about to go away anytime soon.
Harrison sighed, it was time to go home and face his little girl. He wasn't looking forward to it.
"Dad, oh dad," Ashley cried out as she ran to the front door. She threw her arms around his waist and squeezed for all she was worth. "Dad, I love you."
Harrison put his arms around his daughter and hugged her back. "I love you too, pumpkin."
Laura watched from the kitchen doorway as a tear broke free from the corner of her eye and trickled down the side of her face. "Harrison, I hope you can stay for dinner," she said wiping the moisture away. "It's almost done."



He glanced up in her direction and nodded. "Come on, honey," he said to Ashley. "Let's go over and sit on the couch. We have something to talk about."
Laura walked back into the kitchen to set the table and give them some privacy.
"Dad, please don't leave," Ashley said as she sat next to her dad. "Please, dad, mom's sorry. I know she'll never do it again."
"Honey, I wish it was that easy, I really do."
"Don't you love mom anymore?" asked Ashley.
Funny, he thought, I've been asking myself that same question all day. Of course he still loved her, but that love had been badly damaged. It was no longer the first thing he felt when his wife entered the room. Instead anger, anguish, and maybe a little hatred was pushing that love to the back of his emotions. Maybe there it would die altogether, he wasn't sure, but somehow he had to make his daughter understand why he couldn't live there anymore.
"Yes, honey, of course I still love your mom, but living as husband and wife involves more than just love, it also requires trust and respect by both people. Your mom said she told you what she did so I won't try to sugar coat this. Somewhere along the line I lost your mother's respect as her husband. Even though she didn't mean to do it, what she did hurt me, honey. It broke my heart. I know she's sorry, but that doesn't really help."
"Oh, dad," she cried.
"My pumpkin," he said pushing some hair from her eyes, "I wish I could wave a magic wand and make all this go away but I can't. I hope you understand, honey. I just can't go on living here. It would be a constant reminder of what your mom did. It would be torture for me, honey, I'm sorry."
Tears stained Ashley's pretty face as she nodded her head. She knew it was coming, as soon as her mom told her what she did, she knew there was no way her dad could accept it. She knew the loving home she had known all her life was history.
Harrison saw the grief in his little girls' face. He grabbed her and pulled her to his chest, his strong, fatherly arms surrounding her small frame. He could feel the moisture of her tears soaking into his shirt; he could feel her body convulsing with each sob.
He laid his cheek on the top of head. "I'm so sorry this happened, honey. I'm so very, very sorry."
Neither of them saw the tragic figure standing in the doorway. If she only had a crystal ball and could have seen all this before succumbing to Brad's charms, she thought. If she had foreseen the hurt she was putting her family through, there was no way she would have spread her legs for Brad or anyone else. If, if, if...
Harrison let his daughter cry until the sobs were getting further apart. "Come on, honey," he said lovingly. "Your mom will have dinner done by now. I'm going to eat with you guys before I pack, okay?"
Ashley nodded her head. She wiped the moisture from her face and tried to be brave as they both stood.
Laura was standing at the counter with her back to them. Her own pain was unbearable; she could only imagine the pain her husband and daughter were experiencing. "Have a seat," she said trying to keep her voice from shaking. There were three place settings at the table but Laura only prepared two dishes. She set them down in front of Harrison and Ashley.
"I... I'm not hungry," she said just before her voice cracked. "I'm... sorry," she said before leaving the room.
Harrison looked at his daughter's re-emerging tears. "It's hard on all of us, honey," he told her.
Harrison tried to take his daughter's mind off things by asking about school, boyfriends, activities, almost anything but his impending withdrawal. After dinner they rinsed the dishes together and put them into the dishwasher.
"I'll bet your mother has some ice cream in the freezer," he said breaking a short silence. "Want some dessert?"
"I'll get the bowls," she said opening a cabinet door.
The proud father tried to lighten the atmosphere as they continued to talk over dessert, and at one point, ever got Ashley to laugh a little. By the time they had finished their ice cream, they were both feeling a little better.
Harrison went upstairs to start packing. Laura was still in her clothes but sitting up against the headboard of the bed. He looked at the couple dozen dirty tissues sprawled around her; if it wasn't so sad it would almost be funny.
He stretched up to get the suitcase down from the top shelf of the closet, then opened it up on the floor next to his dresser.
"I hope you were just saying those things yesterday to hurt me and don't really believe it," Laura whimpered.
"What things," he responded while throwing some socks and underwear into the bag.
"Please believe me, Harrison; I do still love you... as much I ever have. I heard what you told Ashley, about losing respect for you. That's true but not because of anything you did. You have always been the kind of man who deserves and gets respect from everyone he knows."
"Ah huh; except my wife."
"That's not true. In all the years we've been married there has never been one time where you haven't deserved my love and respect."
"Why then?" he asked with the same anger he'd displayed the night before. "You just said you lost respect for me. Why?"
"It goes hand in hand with false pride. When a person's own ego is inflated with false pride and they think they're better than everyone else, they lose respect for others. Some people go through life like that, believing they're better than others and some have the shit kicked out of them and are shocked back into reality. Sometimes those people wake up in time to ask forgiveness of the people they've wronged, but sometimes it's too late. I wronged the people I love more than life itself. I wronged my wonderful husband, my precious daughter, my friends and my marriage. Please tell me it's not too late, Harrison."
Harrison sighed as he stooped to close up his suitcase. "I don't know, Laura. I think I'm still in shock. I... I feel empty inside, sick from the pain. I... I just never thought you would... I honestly don't know if I can ever forgive you. I'm not sure what I want right now, but I know I can't stay here. I wish I could for Ashley's sake but I can't."
He walked the suitcase to the bedroom door then went back to the closet and grabbed a handful of shirt's and slacks before taking what he had out to the car. One more trip for his suits, sport coats, and ties and he was ready.
When everything was in the car he went back one more time to say goodbye to his daughter. "As soon as I'm settled in someplace, honey, I'll let you know where I am. We'll still see each other, pumpkin, I promise. I can come and pick you up for weekends and maybe sometimes during the week as well."
For the first time since his wife's confession, tears overflowed from his eyes and streamed down his face as he hugged his little princess goodbye.
"I love you, daddy," she told him.
"I love you too," he replied. "I'm still your dad and you're still my daughter, that'll never change, honey, never. Remember that," he told her through a forced smile.
As he turned to exit his daughter's room he saw Laura standing in their bedroom doorway at the other end of the hall. There was no longer any inflated ego or self- righteous pride showing, just guilt, remorse, and extreme sadness.
Neither had anymore words for the other at that moment, he turned to walk down stairs and out to his car.
"Come on," Laura said holding her arms out to her daughter. "Let's go down and wave to him."
They both stood on the front porch and waved goodbye as his tail lights disappeared down the quiet suburban street.
"Don't give up hope," Laura said.
Harrison's first thought was to check into the Holliday Inn a couple blocks from where he worked, but as he pulled into the parking lot he got a strange feeling... it was too far. It was too far from his home. He had to be closer, just in case Ashley needed him. He turned around and drove to the Extended Stay motel about a mile from his home. Not only did he feel better being closer to his house but his room had a small kitchen and he could get a monthly rate.
As Harrison brought everything in from his car he put it all away. His shirts, slacks, and suits were hung up in the closet and everything else was either put into draws or in the bathroom. He had no idea what he was going to do in the long run, but for the short term anyway, that motel room would be his new home. As he settled in with that thought in mind, he called his daughter's cell to tell her where he was and assured her once more that they would still see each other on a regular basis.
As he took his shoes off and sat up in bed to watch a little TV a strange loneliness seemed to invade the room. Like an evil demon, it slithered in from under the door and spread out to permeate the air he breathed with solitude and isolation.
He had been away from home before, and sure, he had longed to be with his family on those occasions but he was still comfortable being by himself. This was different. For the first time in his life he wasn't just by himself, he felt alone... truly, undeniably, alone.
It was still early but it had been a long day and he'd gotten no sleep the night before. He clicked the remote to shut off the TV and lay down, still in his clothes. He closed his eyes as his mind asked questions of the future, questions to which he had no answers.
At the house Harrison's wife was tucking their daughter into bed. She hadn't done that in years. Ashley was too old for that, but that night Laura thought her daughter needed to be comforted and Ashley didn't mind.
"Mom, do you really think dad will be back?"
Her mom pulled the sheet up and tucked it under Ashley's chin like she did years ago. She smiled. "I'm going to do everything I can to see that he does, honey."
A little later that night, when Laura was getting ready for bed herself, she noticed the book missing from the corner of the dresser. For the first time in days a small smile reached across her face as she allowed a tiny glimmer of hope into her heart.
Harrison was still dressed when he opened his eyes to the morning light filtering in through the window. He was surprised that he had slept so soundly. He contributed his, "dead-to-the-world" slumber to complete and total exhaustion from all the stress.
As he showered, he found the hot water invigorating. Slowly, the confident man inside him started to emerge again. The fog he had been living in for the last couple of days was being washed away and things began to come into focus.
At work Harrison was the go-to guy. He worked for Marketing Specialists, Inc., a firm who specialized in collecting marketing data for other businesses. If XYZ Corporation had an idea for a new product, they would hire Harrison's company to see if there was a market for it. If the results of their analysis were favorable, the corporation's marketing department would use the data for developing ad campaigns once the product was in production.
Harrison was project manager for the company's largest accounts. His staff consisted of Dana, his personal assistant, two secretaries who answered to Dana, and approximately twenty-five analysts, managers, and go-fors. He answered to only three people above him, all of whom seldom questioned the way he did his job.
"Good morning, Harrison." Dana was an average looking woman in her mid-forties. She'd been his PA and friend for the last eight years.
"Good morning, Dana." He always gave her a smile as he passed on the way to his office. "Dana, will you do me a favor, please. Print out my entire schedule for the week and bring it in with my coffee. I may want to reschedule some things."
"Of course," she replied.
A few minutes later, Dana walked into his office carrying his coffee in one hand and his print outs in the other. "Is something wrong?" she asked setting his cup down on a coaster. "I don't think you said two words to me all day, yesterday."
He thought for a moment. The last thing he wanted was to make everyone privy to his personal problems. At work he was Mr. in-control. How would it look to his co-workers... to his subordinates, if it got out that he couldn't control his own wife? But this was Dana asking, they'd known each other for many years and he knew he could trust her.
"Dana, this goes no further than this office, hear me?"
"Yes, of course, Harrison. What's wrong?"
"Laura and I are having some problems. I moved out last night."
"Oh, Harrison, no."
"I'm afraid so," he responded nodding his head slightly. "Sometime this week I'll be seeing a divorce attorney. That's why I wanted the itinerary; I have to see where I can juggle some time."
"Harrison, I'm so sorry. What about Ashley, does she know?"
"Oh yeah, she's well aware of the whole situation."
"How's she taking it?"
"Ah, well not good but she's a trooper. She'll be alright. I've assured her over and over again that we'll still see each other on a regular basis."
Harrison looked up and saw the concern in his PA's face. Another victim, he thought. How many more people will wind up being affected by his wife's infidelity? He didn't know, but the number was growing.
"Is there anything I can do?" she asked.
"I appreciate the offer, but no, this is something I have to work out myself," he replied.
"Well if there is anything, please let me know."
"Thanks, Dana, I will," he told her looking down at the itinerary she laid on his desk. She took that as her cue to leave.
Harrison saw he had a very busy couple of days ahead of him but if he rescheduled one meeting he'd have a good three hours available at the end of the week. He called out to Dana to do the rescheduling.
It didn't take long for his analytical mind to pick an attorney. He simply looked in the yellow pages for the lawyer with the biggest ad. Dana set the appointment for him at two o'clock that Friday. It turned out to be a real eye-opener.
Stan Gilman was a tall, silver haired gentleman in his early sixties. Harrison was ushered into his office by a nice looking blond secretary and offered a cup of coffee. Once the pleasantries were over, Stan got right down to business.
"Okay, Mr. Corbett, how can I help you?"
"Well, I... I'm probably going to divorce my wife and I wanted to find out everything that's going to be involved."
"I see," responded Stan. "On what grounds do you want to sue?"
"Ah, does there have to be grounds? Can't I just get a no-fault divorce?"
"Illinois is not a no-fault state. You can sue for irreconcilable differences; that's almost like a no-fault divorce. It simply states neither party has to be at fault, but there are conditions involved."
"What kind of conditions?" Harrison asked.
"Would you wife be agreeable to a divorce?"
"I doubt it," answered Harrison shaking his head.
"Then you would have to maintain separate living quarters for two years before you can file."
"Two years!" Harrison bellowed almost falling out of his chair. "That's ridiculous!"
"Maybe so but that's the law," informed Stan. "Now, if you sue for fault you can file immediately. Does she suffer from drug or alcohol abuse? Has she committed adultery? Has she abandoned you for a year or more? Is she guilty of physical or mental cruelty?" Stan sat up and leaned his elbows on the large Oak desk in front of him. "Why are you considering a divorce, Mr. Corbett?"
"She cheated on me," he admitted.
"Okay, are you sure; do you have proof?"
"Yeah, she told me she screwed another guy. She came right out and confessed."
"Really, well I assume she told you because she's planning on leaving you for her lover? Are you sure she doesn't want a divorce?"
"No, she promised not to see him again, in fact she quit her job because he was a client. She confessed to ease her guilty conscience."
"I see," Stan countered. He suspected there was more behind Laura's confession than just easing her conscience but that really wasn't his concern. His job was that of an officer of the court, not a marriage counselor.
"Unfortunately, Mr. Corbett, your wife's confession is not real proof. All she has to do is recant and it becomes her word against yours. The suit becomes baseless."
"She admitted it to our daughter, too. That's two against one, right?"
"How old is your daughter?"
"Fifteen."
"And you would really want me to call your daughter to testify against her mother?"
Harrison lowered his head in shame. He was getting frustrated and hadn't thought before he spoke. "No, no of course not," he said sheepishly.
The distinguished looking gentleman broke into a small smile. "Mr. Corbett, if both parties are in agreement, divorce is a relatively easy process, but if not, the state goes out of their way to make it a long, frustrating, and costly procedure. If you can get her to agree to a divorce, that two year separation period can be cut down to six months. You could even live in the same house as long as you didn't live as husband and wife; in other words, no sex. But without her cooperation, I'm afraid you're stuck between a rock and hard place, at least for the next two years."
"Thank you, Mr. Gilman," Harrison said while standing and extending his hand. "I guess I have to think this through some more."
"That's a good idea, Mr. Corbett," he replied as he also stood to take his prospective client's hand. "Mr. Corbett, you might also give some thought to marriage counseling. From what you've told me, it sounds as if your wife is serious about making amends, and with a fifteen year old child implicated... well, it might be worth a try."
Harrison knew he was only trying to be helpful but he went there for information on ending his marriage, not saving it.
"I'll give it some thought as well," he said just to be polite. "Uh, here's my card," he mentioned pulling a business card from his wallet. "Just send the bill to me at that address."
"There's no charge, Mr. Corbett. Most people haven't a clue when it comes to divorcing someone so I offer one free consultation, this is yours."
That was the best news he'd heard since walking into the lawyer's office. He thanked him again and left wondering how he could get Laura to agree to a divorce.
The next day was Saturday. He'd made arrangements to pick Ashley up in the morning. She was going to spend the weekend. On the drive over he wondered if this was to be his new life, living alone, seeing his daughter on weekends. It certainly wasn't the life he had envisioned.
As he pulled into the drive he didn't feel like seeing Laura so he left the motor running and honked the horn. It was a minute or two before Laura came out on the porch.
"Ashley will be a few minutes, Harrison. Come on in and have a cup of coffee while you're waiting."
"No, that's okay," he told her. "I'll just wait out here."
He could see Laura's face drop from where he was. A couple minutes later it was Ashley who stepped out next.
"Dad, can you come in and give me a hand with something?"
Before he could question her as to what she needed, she was back inside already. He sighed and wondered if it was just some ploy cooked up between wife and daughter. He was really hoping Laura wouldn't try to use Ashley to manipulate him. He didn't really think she would do that, but then he didn't think she'd ever screw another man either.
Begrudgingly he got out of the car and headed inside the house.
"SURPRISE!" yelled both females.
And a surprise it was. With everything going on he had completely forgotten it was his birthday. There was a large banner stretched across the hallway saying, 'Happy Birthday, Harrison,' and on the coffee table was a birthday cake with candles. Standing next to it were two smiling ladies, each holding a brightly wrapped gift in their hands.



Temporarily the heavy heart he carried with him over the last several days became lighter and a large smile broke his solemn expression.
"Happy birthday, dad."
"Happy birthday, Harrison," they said almost in unison.
He opened his mouth but nothing came out. He was literally overwhelmed. "I... I don't know what to say. Thanks."
"Come on," said Laura gesturing to the couch. "Sit down while I light the candles."
Before he could take a step, Ashley walked up and threw her arms around him for a quick hug. When she was done she took his hand and walked him to the middle of the couch. He sat down with the cake directly in front of him. Laura was bending over lighting each candle.
As soon as the last candle was lit, she started to sing... "Happy birthday to you... " Ashley joined in, and together they sang the traditional celebratory melody, harmonizing at the end.
"Come on, dad," Ashley said after finishing, "make a wish and blow out the candles."
Harrison closed his eyes as he wished, then opened them again, leaned forward, and in one breath, blew out all the candles.
"Yea," Ashley chirped. "I hope your wish comes true, dad."
"Me too," he said humorlessly.
"Here, dad." Ashley handed him the present she was holding.
Harrison found a beautiful, hardcover book on the early American West hidden beneath the wrapping paper. "Thank you, honey," he said giving his daughter a hug.
"Here, I got you something too," Laura revealed handing him what looked like an envelope wrapped in birthday paper.
Harrison looked up at the woman he had loved for so long. His anger had subsided but the pain was still there. He removed the paper and pulled two tickets from a plain, white envelope.
"Second City?"
"Yeah, I hope you didn't make other plans for tonight. I thought it would be fun for both of you," Laura said with smile.
"No other plans; actually I forgot all about it being my birthday," he said pensively. "These must have been expensive. How can you afford them?"
"I took a job waitressing at Mama B's. It's only temporary until I can find something better, but actually the tips aren't bad, and the tickets weren't really that expensive."
"Can we go, Dad?" Ashley asked. "I've always wanted to see Second City."
"Sure, honey," he said looking into her smiling face.
"Wonderful," said Laura with a big grin. She felt good giving him the tickets. She saw it as a positive step in the right direction. "Now, how about that coffee with a piece of cake?"
"Okay," he conceded with a nod of his head.
It was almost as if they were a family again, thought Laura, as they all sat enjoying a piece of cake. Harrison made a joke that made Ashley laugh, something she hadn't heard in a while. As she watched the interaction between her husband and daughter the hope that had started to fade found a new spark of life.
'Okay, time to go, honey," said Harrison after finishing his cake. They both headed for the door. On the way out he thanked Laura for the party.
She was almost giddy with optimism as she started to clean up the dishes. As she picked up one of the napkins she noticed the envelope under it. Laura opened it and looked inside. There were the tickets. She ran to her phone to call him before they got too far away but Harrison's phone went right to voice mail. Damn, she thought, how could he leave without the tickets?
She had expected to hear from him later that night but her phone remained silent all weekend.
About five o'clock, Sunday evening Laura heard the duo pull into the drive. She walked out to greet them but Harrison stayed in the car as Ashley grabbed her overnight case, gave him a kiss on the cheek, then ran up to the porch.
"You want to stay for dinner, Harrison," she yelled, "I have plenty."
"No thanks," he replied before backing out and taking off.
Laura was disappointed. She'd hoped to keep things going in a positive vain. She reached down and hugged her excited daughter.
"Did you have fun, honey?"
"We sure did. Second City was so cool. Can we go there sometime? I... "
"You went to Second City? But your dad left the tickets on the table. I tried to call but he had his phone off," Laura said a little bewildered.
"Really? I wondered. When we got to dad's motel room he asked if I really wanted to go. I said yeah so he got more tickets online. I couldn't figure out why he did that but it didn't make any difference, we had a great time. I'm going upstairs to unpack," she said heading into the house.
The elation Laura felt earlier evaporated into thin air. Tears began to cloud her vision. Her daughter's tale made her realize that Harrison didn't forget the tickets, he never intended on taking them. It was a cruel thing to do, not at all like something her loving husband would have done in the past. Had his heart hardened so? Have I destroyed the man I love? She wondered as her tears broke free and ran down her face.
For Harrison, it was only the first in a string of wonderful weekends that he would spend with his daughter. He began to live for those last two days of the week. The rest of his life was becoming very mundane, even his job. He used to enjoy the challenge. Now it was faltering on drudgery.
He sat in his darkened motel room wondering what he should do. It was going on four months since he'd walk out on his wife. He thought about the two year separation law. He knew there was no way he could continue living like he was for two years.
At the house, another situation was developing of which Harrison had no knowledge. Ashley was becoming increasingly moody and short tempered with her mom. The shock and sadness she first felt was shifting to anger and she was making no attempt to disguise her building contempt. There had been several derogatory remarks aimed at her mother over the past month, along with a couple of angry outburst, and even a fight or two. Laura knew she should correct her daughter's conduct but the truth was she felt she deserved it, so Ashley's behavior went unchallenged.
About the same time Harrison was pondering his situation, Laura was coming home after working a double shift at the restaurant. She was tired and her feet ached. She stopped in the hall to slip her shoes off then braced herself on the wall while she bent over to massage the balls of her feet.
It was late, the house was quiet, the lights were off and Laura assumed Ashley was in bed. Before hitting the sack herself, she went into the kitchen to make herself a sandwich. It had been such a busy night that despite working in a restaurant, the tired waitress didn't get a bite to eat all night; she was starving.
As Laura sat eating, she pulled out her tips and started counting, a hundred and eighty three dollars; not bad for a day's work, even if it was a sixteen hour day. She put her dirty dishes in the sink and headed for upstairs, but before she got to the hall Laura heard someone on the front porch. She got scared. It was after midnight. Cautiously she went to the window and peeked out the drapes. Illuminated by only a small patch of moonlight were two figures clinched in an embrace just outside the door.
It had been a very long day and she was exhausted. Her brain wasn't functioning at full throttle because for a brief moment, Laura couldn't understand what two people would be doing hugging on her front porch at midnight; her heart sunk when she realized it had to be Ashley out there.
She darted over, threw on the outside light, and abruptly opened the door to confront the two lovers. "Ashley! Get in here this minute!"
"Mom!" Ashley yelled, "Shut the door, I'll be in, in a minute."
"Right now, young lady; get in here this instant."
Ashley looked up at her boyfriend and smiled. "I'll see you tomorrow," she told him. He nodded and casually left the porch.
Laura detected a definite smirk on her face as her daughter passed on the way inside. Laura was beside herself with anger.
"What is wrong with you, staying out this late on a school night, and since when do you have a boyfriend?" she roared.
"He's just a boy from school. We went out with some of his friends, that all. Don't worry, we didn't do anything, I'm not a slut like you."
Laura was so shocked at her daughter's vitriol that she verbally gasped in disbelief. She stood, frozen while Ashley went upstairs. Unavoidably, tears filled her eyes and her legs were weakening from under her. She moved to the couch and cried. What two months of immoral self-indulgence had cost her, she thought; first her husband, now her daughter. She was drowning in her own despair with no life boat in sight.
Laura didn't get a wink of sleep that night. In the morning she made breakfast for Ashley and tried to think of a way to approach the growing conflict building between them.
"Ashley, I want to talk to you about last night," she started.
"Not now, mom. I'm going to meet some friends before school and I have to go."
"Who? what friends? That guy you were with last night? Who is he?"
Ashley got up from the table without answering.
"Ashley, I'm not done talking to you... " she yelled as she heard the door close.
With no sleep and as upset as she was, Laura decided to call in sick. She had to concentrate on the brewing situation with her daughter. As soon as she came home from school she was going to sit down and have a frank discussion with her.
Harrison worked late then stopped at a restaurant for dinner. It was a little past nine as he walked into his motel room home. He loosened his tie just as his cell phone rang. He picked it up and looked at the display. "Laura? What the hell does she want now?" he grumbled to himself.
"Hello."
"Harrison, is Ashley with you by any chance?" Her voice was panicky.
"No she's not here."
"Oh, Harrison, I'm worried. She's been acting strange lately. Last night she was out till midnight with a boy... "
"What, where the hell were you?"
"I worked a double shift. When I got home I thought she was in bed until I heard her on the porch. She's been very sassy with me lately and this morning she left as I was talking to her about her attitude. Harrison, what should I do? I need you, I can't do it by myself," she cried.
"You should have thought of that before you went to bed with another man," he attacked.
He could hear her crying. "Alright, alright, calm down," he told her regretting what he said. "Did you call her friends to see if she went to one of their houses?"
"Yes, I called everyone I knew. Nobody's seen her since school," she answered fearfully.
"Okay, call the cops, I'll go out to some of the teenage hangouts around town and see if I can spot her."
"I'll go too... "
"No, you stay there in case she comes home... and if she does, call me." Harrison grabbed his keys and took off in search of his daughter.
Continued...
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"No, you stay there in case she comes home... and if she does, call me." Harrison grabbed his keys and took off in search of his daughter.
Anxiously he pulled out of the parking lot with no idea where to look or who she could be with; all he knew was he couldn't sit around and do nothing. Who knows, he thought, I might just get lucky and find her in a restaurant somewhere.
Harrison drove aimlessly around, checking one restaurant after another. In one he saw some kids who looked about Ashley's age. He pulled out a picture and asked if they knew her. One boy said she was in one of his classes but he had no idea where she would be.
Becoming more worried by the minute, Harrison continued his hunt until Twelve-thirty when his phone rang. He immediately pulled over to the side of the road.
"Hello," he nervously answered.
"Harrison, it me; she's okay, she just got home." He could tell his wife had been crying.
"This stops here and now," he said angrily. "Don't let her go to bed yet, I'm on my way over there right now."
"I... okay," she said weakly. "She's already upstairs but I'll tell her you're on your way."
By the time he reached the house Harrison was fuming. He was no psychologist but he knew adolescent self-destructive behavior when he saw it. If he couldn't get through to his daughter he was afraid she'd set out on a path that would mean nothing but trouble. He turned off the engine and just sat there for a minute. He didn't want to go in screaming. He had to think. He had to calm down. He took a deep breath and headed for the front door.
Laura heard the car and was waiting for him. She had the door open by the time he reached the porch.
"Where is she," he grumbled wasting no time.
"She's in her room. Maybe you can get her to come out; she won't for me."
Harrison took the steps two at a time. He stopped outside her door and took another deep breath before knocking.
"Ashley, come on out here, please. I want to talk to you," he calmly said through the door. There was no answer. "Ashley, open this door, now, and come out here." There was still no answer. He knocked a little harder. His voice was much firmer this time. "Ashley, open this door or I'm going to remove it from the hinges and throw the damn thing away. Then we won't have this problem again because you won't have a door."
Ashley knew her dad, he didn't bluff. He meant exactly what he said. Apprehensively she opened the door to face her father.
Harrison could see she also had been crying. "Good choice," he told her sternly. "Go wash your face and come on down stairs; we're going to Denny's for a talk."
He went down and told Laura. "Denny's?" she asked. "Can't you just talk to her here? It's a school night, Harrison, and it's already so late."
"I'm hoping the neutral atmosphere will help her relax and I can get to the bottom of this," he stated.
When Ashley was ready she and her dad road silently to the Denny's a couple miles away. They found a booth. Harrison ordered coffee and Ashley, ice tea.
"Now," started Harrison after the waitress brought their drinks, "what's going on, Ashley. Your mother tells me you've been sassing her and the other night you were out with some boy till midnight."
"I should have figured she'd come running to you. Don't worry, dad, Danny and I didn't do anything; I'm not a slut like her."
"Hey!" Harrison didn't yell but spoke very firmly. "First of all you're your mother didn't come running to me. When you didn't come home she called to see if you were with me, and second, she is not a slut and I don't ever want to hear you call her that again, do you hear me young lady."
"Fine," she said defiantly, "then what do you call it. She had sex with another man and now you're going to divorce her." His daughter's eyes were starting to glisten again. "I miss you, dad, and it's all moms' fault. I hate her."
Ashley was fifteen years old, but in his eyes, still his little girl. The situation was obviously having a negative impact on her. She always listened to her dad before; he prayed she'd listen this time.
"I see, so you're going to punish her by disrespecting yourself. Is that right?"
"Ah, no... I" she looked at her dad knowing he was disappointed in her. Now a couple tears broke free and ran down her cheeks. He always had a way of putting things in perspective.
"Tell me, how do you feel after sassing your mother?"
"What do you mean?"
"How do you feel about yourself? Does it make you feel good?"
"It's not about that, dad, it's about what she did," she whimpered.
"It's exactly about that, Ashley. First of all, I don't believe you hate your mother and if you do, your hate is badly misplaced. Your mother did a terrible thing. Sometimes good people do bad things, it happens. People are not perfect, not even parents. It's our flaws that make us human. From what you've told me and from what I see for myself, not a day has gone by when your mom hasn't regretted what she did. Her pain is as deep as yours and mine but she also has to deal with the guilt."
"Well... she deserves it, doesn't she? If you can be mad at her I don't see why I shouldn't be mad at her too," Ashley snarled. "Dad, because of what she did, we're no longer a family," she said in a voice cracking with emotion.
"Some kids at school have divorced parents and I always felt sorry for them, now I'm going to be one of them. I never thought it would happen to me. I used to think I was so lucky because my mom and dad loved each other, but now all that's ruined and she's the blame."
"Ashley, I understand you being angry, but we can be angry with people and still love them. Honey, your behavior is only making a bad situation worse. Both your mom and I are worried about you. Be angry but don't lose yourself in it. Don't let that anger destroy who you are. Don't lose your own self-respect by disrespecting your mother.
"But dad, you always said respect had to be earned."
"You don't think fifteen years of loving and caring for you should earn her your respect?" he shot back.
"But, dad... "
"Listen Ashley, she's the same person who stayed up nights caring for you when you were sick; the same person who was there for you whenever you needed her, and the same person who always made sure you had whatever you needed. There isn't anything she wouldn't do for you and you know it. If the roles were reversed she'd be the first one in your corner, wouldn't she."
Ashley picked a napkin up from the table and dabbed her eyes dry. "Yeah," she sobbed.
"Honey, sometimes people do terrible things but that doesn't make them terrible people and it sure doesn't mean you simply stop loving them, not if you truly loved them to begin with."
Ashley wiped more tears from her eyes while she thought about what her dad said.
Ashley, It's okay to be angry but we both raised you to be kind, loving, and compassionate. Don't let your anger change that; don't let it harden you or you'll wind up paying for her mistake for the rest of your life.
"Do you love your mother?" he asked her point blank.
"I guess." She hesitated for only a second. Yes, of course I do."
"Then go ahead and let her know you're angry over what she did, but also let her know that you still love her, honey.
"Okay, I'm sorry, dad."
"I'm not the one you should be apologizing to, pumpkin."
Ashley nodded her head and wiped her eyes again. "I know. I'll tell mom I'm sorry."
"That's my girl," he said with a smile. "And no more back talk or staying out late," he told her.
She shook her head. "No, no more, I promise."
"Good, now are you hungry; you want some pie or something?"
She shook her head no as she took a sip of her iced tea.
Harris could see there was a question behind that beautiful face. "What is it, honey?"
"Dad, why can't you stand by mom? You told me you still love her."
The question caught him off-guard.
"Honey, my relationship with your mother is different than yours. When two people get married they make promises and commitments to one another. Love is important but it's not the only thing. Fidelity, loyalty, trust, they're the foundation of a successful marriage and when those things are lost the foundation crumbles. It doesn't mean they don't love each other anymore, it just means that maybe they shouldn't be married anymore."
"You're never coming back, are you, dad?"
He could see the moisture still glistening in her eyes. "Baby, I don't mean to put you off but I honestly don't know."
It was one-thirty in the morning by the time they got back. Laura heard them pull in and was out on the porch by the time Ashley kissed her dad good night and got out of the car. Harrison watched as she apologized, then hugged her mother. He was praying it would be the last of Ashley's rebellion.
Later in the week Harrison was still having a hard time sleeping. With everything else churning around in his head, he was still worried about Ashley. By Friday morning he was barely able to drag himself out of bed. Dana took one look at her boss and hated to have to tell him he was wanted in Mr. Prichert's office. Ken Prichert was founder and CEO of Marketing Specialist, Inc. He was also one of the three guys Harrison answered to.
He was busy looking at something on his computer when Harrison approached so he gently knocked on the floor to ceiling glass window of his boss' office. Mr. Prichert looked up with a smile and motioned for him to come in.
"Have a seat, Harrison; I was just going over some of your reports." As Harrison sat down his boss looked away from the screen and straight into Harrison's face. "What's going on?"
"What's... I don't... "
"Bullshit, Harrison. You know exactly what I'm talking about. For the last month or two, your work has been mediocre at best. I'm not used to seeing this kind of effort from you, or should I say the lack thereof. Whatever problems you're having is affecting this company and I can't allow that to go on. You're too good at your job to let this kind of crap slide. Now what's going on? What has you so upset you can't do your job?"
Harrison was demoralized. He knew his work was not up to his usual standards but to hear the man he regarded so highly, express it so bluntly was really disheartening.
"I... I'm sorry, Ken, it's... ah, a few personal problems."
"Okay; look, I don't want to pry into your personal life, Harrison, but neither do I want to lose one of this company's most valuable assets. If you won't tell me what's wrong how do I know if I can help or not? Are Laura and Ashley okay?"
"Yeah, they're both okay, it's just... " he took a breath. "Well, I've moved out of the house."
"I see." Ken's voice suddenly took on a sad tone. "I'm sorry to hear that, Harrison. I sure hope it's nothing that can't be resolved. You two always seemed to be a truly loving couple."
"Thanks, Ken. I... I don't really see us getting back together, though. I could forgive almost anything, but... " he really didn't want to lay his troubles on his boss. He thought he'd already said too much so he stopped in mid-sentence.
"You're telling me Laura cheated on you?"
Harrison's face showed his surprise. He hadn't intended to give out that information. The guy must be psychic, he thought.
Mr. Prichert read the look on Harrison's face. "It's the one thing that most husbands can't forgive," he said, answering the unasked question. "It's funny, but women are much more likely to forgive infidelity than men, did you know that?"
"No, but then I hadn't really given it a lot of thought. I wonder why that would be, though. Women are more emotional than men; you'd think they'd be less likely to forgive."
"I suspect it has to do with a man's pride. Oh don't get me wrong, I'm not saying a man shouldn't have pride, not by a long shot. But I do believe there are cases where forgiveness is in order, when a second chance is appropriate but a man's pride gets in the way of it happening. I know that's what happened in my case," he admitted.
"Your case? I don't get it, you and Joyce... "
"No, not me and Joyce," he interrupted. "Joyce is my second wife; me and my first wife, Monica."
Harrison was stunned. "I didn't know you were married before."
"Yeah, we got married right out of college. I was so madly in love with her I couldn't see straight, but that didn't stop me from cheating on her."
"Cheating on her," blurted Harrison sitting up in the chair. "I thought you said she cheated on you."
"We cheated on each other," he revealed. "But I was first. It wasn't long after I started the company. It took off faster than I ever anticipated. My dad worked for the rail road all his life, but I owned my own business; I really thought I was a big-shot. I was a decent looking guy, suddenly had money to burn, and had ample opportunities to sleep with some good looking women. In the beginning I resisted, but after a while I thought what the hell, I'm a successful entrepreneur, why shouldn't I indulge a little. I didn't think of the consequences or how it would affect Monica if she ever found out."
Harrison was shocked and disillusioned with his boss' confession. This was a man he had always liked and admired. "Ken, I find this hard to imagine. You just don't seem like that kind of guy," he said disbelievingly.
"Well I learned my lesson," he replied sadly. "Unfortunately it was too late by that time. When Monica discovered what I was doing she took revenge. The difference was I was discreet; she rubbed my nose in it. She flaunted her affair. I would have loved to beg for her forgiveness, maybe gone to couples therapy or something, but she had backed me into a corner. She made her affair known to friends and business associates alike. My pride was at stake. I had no choice but to file for divorce."
"Why did she do that?" Harrison asked.
"Why-huh," chuckled Ken, "because she was hurt; hurt and royally pissed. She was lashing out and I really couldn't blame her. I just wished she would have given me another chance. Don't get me wrong, Joyce is a wonderful woman and I love her dearly, it's just... " he paused briefly and stared into space.
Harrison could see the sadness in his eyes.
"It's just that I'll never stop loving Monica," he continued in a soft, regretful voice.
Harrison had never seen his boss look so melancholy.
Ken looked into Harrison's face again. "Don't ever repeat that."
"No, of course not, Ken. I... I had no idea... "
"Well it's not something I'm proud of; I don't go around telling everyone. By the time you came aboard I was already remarried... anyway," he said as he appeared to come back to life, "I guess what I'm saying is, make sure you've explored all the options before you do anything, Harrison. A man's pride is very important. He needs to take pride in himself, in his work, in his achievements, and in his family; just don't let it stand in the way of your happiness, my friend."
"I won't" Harrison promised as he started to stand up.
"Sit down, I'm not finished yet," ken demanded. "Tell you what; I want you to take a week off... "
Harrison didn't like that idea. "Ken, I can... "
"I won't take no for an answer," he responded, cutting Harrison short. "Don't worry, I'm still going to pay you, and because I'm forcing this on you it won't count toward your vacation time, but I want you to take some time to think things through, after-all that's your strong point, isn't it; your ability to see all the angles?"
Harrison could see his boss was serious.
"I'll give you till the end of the day to make sure all the fires are out. Then I want you to bring one of your guys up to speed and tell him he's in charge for the next week. I want you to focus on your personal life and not worry about work, understand?"
"Yeah, I understand," he sighed.
A week off was the last thing he wanted. At least work gave him a distraction so he didn't have to think about his situation, but as he thought about it more, he realized it was the right thing to do. Things needed to be resolved... one way or the other.
He stopped by a restaurant on the way home. He worked straight through lunch to make sure he didn't leave anything behind that would blow up while he was gone. While consuming his southern fried steak, Harrison thought of Ken's story. Something he said kept nagging at him; he cheated because he felt like a big shot. In essence that was just what his wife told him. The words were different but the concept was the same.
It was still on his mind when he returned to his motel room, that's when he remembered the book Laura asked him to read. He walked over to the dresser and removed it from the bottom drawer. "'A' is for adultery," Just looking at the title brought back those horrible memories from the night she told him. He felt like tossing the book into the garbage but he stopped himself, pulled out a beer, and settled down on the bed as he opened it to the first page.
Just like the former owner, he found it interesting and extremely informative. He was well into the third chapter by the time he fell asleep with the book resting on his chest. The next day was Saturday; the book would have to wait. The weekend was for him and his daughter.
The weekend was like most he had spent with Ashley. He always had something planned that was fun for both of them. Sunday night he would take her to a restaurant before taking her home.
"So, how are you and your mother getting along?" he asked. "Any better?"
"Yeah, we've kind of come to a truce, I guess," she replied. "But it was easier being mad at her than it is to feel sorry for her."
Harrison found that to be a strange statement. "I don't get it; what do you mean?"
"She cries in her room almost every night. I can hear her when I'm in bed. When I was mad at her I used to think, good, be miserable, you deserve it. But now I feel sorry for her again and it hurts."
There seemed to be no end to the pain caused by his wife's selfish desires, he thought. His daughter's statement went right to his soul.
Monday he started to read the book again but he only got as far as the fifth chapter before closing it and putting it away. Everything was swirling around in his head, the book, his daughter, his boss' confession...
Harrison pulled out his cell and called home. The answering machine kicked on after the third ring so he left a brief message.
"Laura, I want to come over and talk. Give me a call back and let me know when you're available, will you please."
The second call was to his boss.
"Harrison, this better not be work related," Ken grumbled.
"No, Ken," he said with a little amusement. "I'm doing what you told me to do. I'm working on my personal problems."
"Good, in that case what can I do for you?"
"When we were talking on Friday, you mention counseling; I was just wondering if you ever went as far as to find a good counselor?"
"Shit, Harrison, that was thirty years ago. Besides, I never even got that far, like I said, she cut me off at the knees. I'll tell you what though; I'll call Terry Hecter, our attorney. With all the ambulance chasers that work in that firm I'll bet one or two have to be divorce lawyers. They work with marriage counselors all the time; I'll see if I can't get a recommendation for you."
"Thanks, Ken. I appreciate it."
"Oh, Harrison," uttered his boss before he could hang up, "I think you're doing the right thing."
"Thanks, Ken, but there's no guarantees. If she wants to give counseling a shot I'll go along with it, if not then it's over."
"She'll go for it. I'm sure of it," he said optimistically.
It was almost eight o'clock by the time Laura got home. She should have been home by six but the restaurant was so busy her boss asked if she could stay until the rush was over. She gladly agreed.



"Mom," Ashley yelled down from her room when she heard her mother in the hall. "Dad left a message on the machine. He wants you to call him."
Laura momentarily froze with fear. Was this it... divorce? She wondered, what did he say, exactly? How did he sound... angry? Her hand trembled as she reached for the playback button but she had to hear him for herself.
"Laura, I want to come over and talk. Give me a call back and let me know when you're available, will you please."
That was it? She hadn't a clue. All she could do was call and pray.
"Harrison... "
He could hear the hesitancy in her voice. "Hi, Laura, how are you and Ashley getting along?"
"Much better, thank you; whatever you said to her made a big difference."
"Good," he responded. "Listen, Laura, I've been given a lot of thought to our situation... "
Laura closed her eyes. Here it comes, she thought. She took a deep breath and waited for the hammer to drop.
"Would you have time some night this week to sit down and talk?" he asked.
She silently let the air out of her lungs with a small sigh of relief. At least he didn't tell me over the phone, she thought. She was still very anxious. She had to know what he wanted to talk about but she was too scared to ask. Still... she needed to know.
"Well I just got home but you're welcome to come over now. I'll put a pot of coffee on."
"Okay, see you in about twenty minutes," he said, then hung up without another word.
Laura quickly started the coffee then ran upstairs to change out of her uniform.
"What did dad want?" Ashley asked when she saw her mom going into the bedroom.
"I'm not sure, honey. He's coming over to talk."
Ashley could hear the anxiety in her mom's voice and it scared her. She walked through the hall and into her mom's room. She saw her mom slipping into a skirt. There were tears in her eyes.
"Mom, why are you crying? What did he say?"
"Oh, honey, I'm sorry. He didn't say anything... honest. I'm just a little nervous, that's all. Please don't be scared," Laura said trying to console her daughter.
Ashley wasn't buying it. "He's going to divorce you, isn't he?" she yelled. "I knew it, I knew it! Why did you have to do it? Why wasn't daddy good enough for you?" she cried with anger.
"Oh, honey," Laura replied looking into the distressed face of her daughter. "I... I don't know why I did it but it had nothing to do with your father not being good enough. He's the finest man I know. I... I'm so sorry, dear. I'm so sorry!"
Every tear that dripped from the grieving young girl's eyes was like a stake being driven through Laura's heart. She stretched out her arms as she closed the gap between herself and Ashley.
"Oh mom," said the teenager. She wrapped her arms around her mother and pressed the side of her face into the soothing pillows of her mom's breasts, just like she did as a little girl.
"What are we going to do, mom?" she wept. "What are we going to do without dad?"
At that point they were both convinced Harrison was coming over to tell Laura he was divorcing her. For about the thousandth time since her confession, Laura cursed herself for all the pain she caused her family.
The two held each other, each looking to the other for some solace. They were still embraced when they heard the doorbell.
"Listen, honey," Laura addressed her daughter as she wiped away her tears. "Maybe this isn't what we think it is. I have to go down and talk to him, baby. Try not to worry too much; I'll let you know what's going on as soon as I know myself, okay?"
Ashley sadly nodded her head and returned to her own bedroom. She flopped face down on her bed and waited.
"Hi, Harrison," said Laura as she opened the door. She forced a smile. "You don't have to ring the bell you know; this is still your house."
Harrison forced a smile of his own as and he acknowledged her words with a nod.
"Where would you like to do this, in here," she said gesturing to the living room, "or in the kitchen?"
"The kitchen's fine," he replied already heading in that direction.
Laura made a little nervous small talk while she poured the coffee then joined him on the opposite end of the table.
Harrison sighed just a little before getting to the reason he was there. He couldn't help being a little apprehensive; he still wasn't sure he was doing the right thing.
"Laura, I don't think you have any idea how much you hurt me. To this day I keep hearing your voice telling me you cheated on me and every time I hear it the pain starts all over again. I don't know how many times I've picked up the phone to call a divorce lawyer, but well... obviously I haven't made the call yet."
He took a sip of coffee then continued.
"Part of me wants to. Part of me says it's over, you cheated, that's it. But then there's another part of me that keeps saying, people aren't perfect, maybe after seventeen years together she deserves another chance."
He took a brief moment to gather his thoughts.
"I read some of that book you gave me. You were right. It did help me understand how people can sometimes get sucked into a bad situation... that's still no excuse for what you did," he commented emphatically.
Laura was on the edge of her seat as he stopped for another drink. He kept going back and forth. She still wasn't sure what would be waiting for her when he stopped talking. What was he leading up to? Was he going to tell her he was divorcing her or not? It was sheer torture.
"Anyway," he resumed. "If you're interested I'd like try counseling. To be honest, I don't know if I can ever forgive you, but I'm willing to give it a try... "
Before Harrison could finish his statement Laura completely lost it. Four months of worry, grief, remorse, and guilt had just morphed into the first sign of actual hope. It was more than she could handle.
Laura buried her face in both hands and burst out in tears. Ashley, who had been listening, unseen from the bottom of the staircase, rushed to her mother's side to comfort her.
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry," Laura bellowed. "I... I... " she was too emotional to speak. She stood and literally ran upstairs to the bedroom.
"What was all that about?" Harrison asked.
"I think she was just so relieved, dad. Before you came we both thought for sure you were going to give her divorce papers."
"Oh honey, I'm sorry. I should have said more over the phone. I'll go up and talk to her."
"Let her go, dad. She's been trying to stay brave for me but she needs to let it out. Just give her a few minutes, okay."
He looked at this daughter. This whole thing was causing her to grow up much faster than he wanted.
"Dad, do you really think there's a chance we could be a family again?"
"There's a chance, honey, but I'm not making any promises," he said qualifying his answer. He still had his doubts and he didn't want to build everyone's hopes up. "If you're mother's interested in going to counseling... "
"Oh she's interested, dad."
"Okay," he said with a slight chuckle at his daughter's take charge attitude. "Well then I'll give it a try but there's an awful lot that has to be worked out before we could even start to patch things up, honey. I won't lie to you, it's a long shot."
"I know, but it's still a shot, right dad? That's the way mom and I see it."
"Yeah, it's still a shot."
"Thank you, dad," Ashley said as she put her arms around him. "When would you guys start... the marriage counseling thing, I mean?"
"I'm not sure, honey. I don't even have a therapist yet. My boss is going to get me some recommendations, but the sooner the better."
They talked for just a little while longer then Harrison left before Laura came back down.
His boss came up with three recommendations. Harrison checked them out on the Internet, and after two days of research, called his selection to see if they would take his case.
Theresa was the doctor's personal assistant. She answered the phone in a pleasant voice. "Doctor Wexler's office, how may I help you?"
The conversation took about twenty minutes. After Harrison explained about his wife's affair, Theresa asked several pertinent questions and took notes of the answers.
She wanted to know if both parties were intent on reconciling. Harrison told her his wife was almost desperate for it, but clarified his own reluctance. That prompted a new series of questions; was he involved with anyone else, did he still love his wife, was he being shamed into therapy by someone else or was it his decision alone? Then she asked what other family members were involved, and of course Harrison told her of Ashley.
At the end of the conversation Theresa told him she would confer with the doctor and call him back later the next day, but she was pretty confident the doctor would take their case.
The following afternoon it was Doctor, Jane Wexler who called to confirm his wish for counseling. "Mr. Corbett, the simple fact that you have called requesting therapy tells me you wish to stay in the marriage; tell me, what is it you're hoping to achieve with counselling?"
"Doctor, right now I just can't get over my wife cheating on me. I... I guess I'm hoping you can show me how to forgive her."
It was an honest answer. "Okay," she responded. "Before we schedule a joint session with you and your wife," she explained, "I would like to see you both individually. Each session will last approximately one hour. After that I will meet with both of you on a once a week basis. Please hold, Theresa will schedule the appointments and work out a payment schedule for you."
With that the line went dead for a moment. Wow, thought Harrison, she's all business. He wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. A few seconds later Theresa said hello. Once the details were worked out she asked that he call Laura to have her schedule her own appointment. For the first time in a long time, Harrison felt like he had accomplished something, or at least was headed in that direction. He still felt it was a long-shot though.
Laura thanked him profusely when he gave her the info and apologized for her earlier outburst.
Since he was still on his forced vacation, Harrison was able to schedule his individual appointment for later that same week. He found himself strangely nervous as he entered the doctor's office. He had suddenly realized the impact the sessions could have on the rest of his life.
Theresa sounded much younger than she turned out to be. Harrison guessed her age to be closing in on sixty. She had him sit down and fill out some papers, including insurance forms, before ushering him into the doctor's office.
Doctor Wexler was also a surprise. From their phone conversation, he visualized a young, pretty woman, but in reality he guessed her age to be around fifty. Her hair was dark and cut short, barely covering one side of her forehead. As she stood up to greet him he figured she couldn't be more than five-one, or two, and she had absolutely no boobs to speak of. She did have a pleasant smile and a friendly voice; however, and was able to make Harrison feel more comfortable right from the start.
"Now, Mr. Corbett, over the phone you said your wife had committed adultery. Do you know this for a fact or is it something you suspect?"
"Oh no, it's a fact. She admitted it," he replied.
"I see. Why don't we start with you telling me what led up to her confession."
Over the months, Harrison's anger had slowly dissipated leaving his pain and grief much more visible. As a veteran, Dr. Wexler spotted it immediately. She could see he was a man who had been head over heels in love, only to have been very deeply hurt by that love's betrayal.
As the session neared the end of the hour, she knew he presented a challenge. Out of all the things that can be broken, the heart is the most difficult to repair.
Dr. Wexler was genuinely more optimistic after meeting Laura. Many women would down play their affairs. 'He needs to just get over it,' seemed to be their mantra, minimizing and disregarding the hurt they'd caused, but Laura was sincere in her remorse.
They discussed the book she read and how it made her realize the gravity of what she was doing. She told Doctor Wexler that telling Harrison of her infidelity was by far, the worst moment of her entire life. She broke down and cried three times in the allotted hour.
After their session, the doctor was sure Laura would be able to adequately answer her husband's questions; but would he be able to dig down deep enough to forgive her? That was a question no one but Harrison could answer.
A week later it was time for their first joint session. Harrison was nervous but Laura was down-right scared. She was terrified she'd say something wrong and hurt him even more than she had. Dr. Wexler told her the same thing she'd read in the book. "Whatever he asks, don't even think about lying. It is impossible to rebuild a relationship with lies; the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth was her only chance.'
Once they were both seated, the doctor tried to set a non-combatant atmosphere with a short description as to how she conducted her sessions. Theresa brought in fresh coffee and laid it on a small table along the wall. When she thought everyone was ready, Dr. Wexler started things off.
"Mr. Corbett, during our first meeting, you expressed to me a question that bothers you almost as badly as your wife's affair itself. Do you know the question to which I refer?"
"Yeah, I think so," he responded.
"Well," she continued, "I think it's a valid question and one that should be addressed right from the start. Why don't you ask your wife?"
Harrison turned toward a very worried looking Laura.
"Why did you have to rub my nose in it? Or was it just to ease your own conscience?"
"Rub your nose... I'm sorry, Harrison, I don't know what you mean. I didn't rub... "
"Why did you have to say anything," he blurted out, cutting her off. "Why couldn't you have just broken it off with the jackass and not said anything. I didn't have a clue. I never even suspected you were having an affair," he said through gritted teeth.
He could feel his anger resurfacing already. Unconsciously he brought his hand up in a closed fist attempting to hold back his rage as he spoke again. "Couldn't you have just kept quiet?" he growled. "I would have stayed blissfully ignorant and none of this would have ever happened."
Laura's tears were already starting to form. "I couldn't take the chance of you finding out on your own," she stammered. "Harrison, telling you what I had done was the hardest thing I've ever had to do in my life. God, I wish I could have said nothing. To this day I sometimes wonder if it was the right thing to do. As for easing my conscience, believe me, it would be a lot easier living with the secret of what I had done than living with the consequences."
"I still don't get it," he stated with exasperation. "You were afraid I'd find out so you told me? That doesn't make sense, Laura."
She could see his face was still contorted with pain and anger, just as it had been that night. "Harrison, read chapter twel... "
"No, Laura," Dr. Wexler broke in. "He needs to hear it from you, not read it out of some book. YOU have to make him understand."
Laura felt dejected by the doctor's reprimand. She had gotten the mistaken impression that the doctor would be on her side in all this. She was frustrated; the book explained things so much better than she could. How could she make him understand? It was so important; she had to make him understand...
"Harrison, do you remember what you told Ashley the night you moved out? You said a marriage was built on trust and respect. Well I broke your trust and disrespected you as my husband by cheating. How could I ever ask for your forgiveness if I had continued doing it? How could I ever show you I could be trustworthy again if I went on keeping secrets from you?"
Laura took a tissue from the box on the doctor's desk and wiped her eyes before continuing. "Harrison, you're a very intelligent man. It would be only a matter of time before something would've captured the attention of that analytical mind of yours and sooner or later you would have figured it out. When that day came and I confessed to the affair only AFTER getting caught, if ONLY then I told you it had already ended would you have believed me? Would you ever believe anything I said after that? Would you ever trust me again?"
Harrison sat leaning forward, his elbows rested on his knees while he stared at the floor. He silently shook his no in response to her question.
She resumed. "How could I ever have looked you in the eye and said the affair was over, now you can trust me again, after deceiving you all that time? I know you, Harrison; it would have surely been over with no chance of ever getting you back. It was a gamble, I know, and I'm so terribly sorry for all the pain I've caused you and Ashley, but it would have been even worse if you had discovered my betrayal on you own. After what I'd done it was the only way I stood the ghost of a chance of keeping the man I love and keeping our family together."
It was an impassioned speech; the room fell quiet while Harrison thought over what she said.
Doctor Wexler was the first to break the silence. "Does that make sense to you, Mr. Corbett?
He sighed before speaking. "I don't know. I guess in a way it makes sense, but I'm still not sure I agree with her decision to tell me like that."
"Let me ask you a question," addressed the doctor. "If Laura had kept the affair quiet and you did discover it on your own, would we be sitting here now?"
It didn't take him long to answer. "No, no way."
Neither Doctor Wexler nor Laura said anything else. Harrison thought about his answer and had to admit, it was a calculated risk by his wife, but probably one worth taking.
The time went quickly, but the hour wasn't quite up yet when Dr. Wexler called an end to their first session. She knew the next topic would be a lengthy one and she didn't want to start something they couldn't finish.
She dismissed Harrison but asked Laura to stay behind for a couple minutes.
"Laura, next week I'm going to have him ask you why you had the affair. He was dying to ask you tonight. I could see it in his face, but I want you to be able to gather your thoughts first. In our private session you told me how reading that book gave you a lot of insight into what you had done and why. I want you to use that insight, but tell it in your own words. I probably don't have to remind you to make sure you don't make excuses and don't try to shift any of the blame onto him. You told me, he did nothing to provoke your behavior, remember that when you're talking next week."
After the session, Harrison stopped at a restaurant on the way home. Everything they had discussed the previous hour was swirling around in his head. After his conversation with Ken and hearing how his first wife flaunted her affair, he had associated it with Laura announcing hers like she did. The words Ken spoke, "she rubbed my nose in it," hit home with him. Not that Laura let anyone else know about it, but maybe she was trying to punish him for something. Until an hour ago he just wasn't sure of her motives for coming clean when she didn't have to. He finished his dinner and refused a last cup of coffee, he was in a hurry to get home and read chapter twelve.
Even though Laura had a heads up on the topic they would be discussing, she appeared just as scared as she had the week before. It was her fault her family was going through all the suffering. Now she'd been given a second chance, she couldn't blow it... she just couldn't.
Harrison was already seated. Laura took a deep breath before taking her own seat.



"Laura, are you alright?" asked the doctor. "You look a little pale; would you like a glass of water?"
"No, I'm okay, just a little nervous," she replied.
Harrison looked over, and for the first time since that fateful night, actually felt a little sympathy for her. He stood and walked over to the coffee pot on the other side of the room and poured two cups. He fixed one with cream and sugar and took his black.
Laura thanked him as she took the cup with a shaky hand and a smile of genuine gratitude. He smiled back before taking his seat again.
Dr. Wexler viewed the act as a small break-through.
"Last week most of the conversation centered around why Laura admitted to her affair and didn't try to keep it a secret. Mr. Corbett," she said focusing on him, "do you have any more questions regarding your wife's confession?"
"No. I see why she did it, now." Harrison looked at Laura. "I also took your advice and read chapter twelve after I went home last week. In fact, I finished the book," he admitted.
It felt as if a ten pound weight had been lifted from Laura's shoulders when he told her that. She was so afraid his pain and anger would prevent him from making a true effort to reconcile, but for the first time she really felt there was a good chance he would come back to them. Dare she smile, she wondered. She didn't want to do anything to jinx their chances.
"Very good," intervened the doctor. "As I told Laura in our first session, I'm familiar with that book and it's very informative, but if you two are going to have any real chance of repairing your relationship, you need to clear the air completely with each other. That's something you can only do through communicating with one another."
Once the doctor had their full attention again, she continued. "Mr. Corbett, it's been my experience that the injured party in cases like this, usually has several questions they'd like to ask their spouse. Last week we discussed only one of yours. What other questions do you have?"
Harrison started to feel anxious. He nervously adjusted himself in the chair. He knew the doctor was right, they needed to get everything out in the open but he wasn't sure he was ready for that. Did he really want to know all the details, he wondered; probably not, but he did have questions and not knowing the answers was also agony.
"I... ah, I guess the biggest question is why. What did or didn't I do? I... I thought you were happy... truly happy. What drove you to another man?"
His question sent chills to the very depths of her soul. He looked so sad. At that moment he was so vulnerable. She'd never seen him like that and it was ripping her heart out.
She hoped she could get through this session without crying but once she heard his pain again, there was just no way. Her vision blurred as she spoke. "Oh Harrison, you did nothing, absolutely nothing except be the finest husband and father any woman could ever want."
"That's bull, Laura. There must have been something. I read where it said women were usually looking for some emotional attachment that they weren't getting from their husband. I... I guess I'm hoping it was something like that and not physical. I also read that... where a woman simply wasn't satisfied by her... "
"Harrison stop... please stop!" Laura cried out. "Please believe me, it was nothing like that. Brad isn't nearly the man you are physically, and that's the truth, Harrison, so help me God, it's the truth."
"What then, what... "
"Do you remember what I said that night after you came back home? I told you I felt entitled. The reasons I had an affair were even more egregious than what you read because they were so totally greedy on my part. I felt like a big shot, I felt I owed it to myself, Brad was my prize... "
"Oh come on, Laura. You ran a temp-service office; you weren't the C.E.O. of some fortune five-hundred company. There had to be more to it than that."
Laura let out a small sigh. She did what the doctor told her. She practiced this conversation all week but it wasn't going at all like she had planned.
"Harrison, I started there by answering the phone. I worked hard and moved up little by little; nine years it took me. Star-temp has sixty-five offices nationwide. You know how many of them are managed by women... two, and I was one of them. To me I WAS the C.E.O. I worked hard and made it to the top, at least to the top of my agency. I felt like a success," she said allowing a little pride into her speech.
"I know," interjected Harrison. "I congratulated you, remember? I took you out to a nice restaurant to celebrate. Obviously that wasn't enough. I should have paid more attention."
"Harrison, will you please stop trying to blame yourself. Of course I remember everything you did for me. You were great. You and Ashley had those balloons for me when I came home from my first day as boss. You bought a bottle of champagne when you took me out to dinner. Honey, you've always been extremely supportive of me. Stop trying to shoulder the blame, it was mine, all mine, damn it," she reiterated, this time with a little anger in her voice.
She was trying hard to keep her composure but it wasn't easy coming to terms with her own greed, let alone putting it into words.
"Harrison, at home I was a wife and mother, part of the family unit, but at work I was the boss. I had power and prestige. Subconsciously I wanted a way of maintaining some of that outside the office. Brad was our largest client; I'm the one who landed him. In fact, that's probably why I got the promotion. One of the first things I did as manager was take him out to lunch on my expense account. I had no intention of sleeping with him; I was just exercising my new-found status. Harrison, when I threw my corporate credit card on the table to pay for a forty dollar lunch, I felt like that C.E.O. I really did," the inflection in her voice rose with enthusiasm.
"Then Brad started telling me things to boost my ego even higher; things like how much I deserved the promotion and he wouldn't be surprised if they didn't offer me something at corporate in the near future. Looking back, I see now he was seducing me, but at the time I ate it up."
Laura had to think, was she explaining things correctly? She didn't want to sound like she was making excuses or giving herself a pass for what she did, not by a long shot.
"It didn't take long for all of it to go to my head. After a little while, it was obvious Brad wanted to sleep with me. The more I got used to be being the boss the more I felt I deserved to get something on the side, after all, isn't that what men executives do, get a little on the side. That was my thinking at the time. I was as good as a man; why shouldn't I enjoy the same spoils. Harrison, I actually authorized myself to have an affair."
As Harrison listened he couldn't help but compare his wife's story with that of his boss'. He shook his head in disbelief of their similarities.
"I didn't see it," he remarked. "I didn't see anything. You'd think that after seventeen years of marriage I'd be able to see a difference... something, some kind of clue."
"Harrison, when I was home I felt the same as I always have. I felt like a loving wife and mother. I doubt very much that there were any perceptible changes in my behavior when I was with you and Ashley. I didn't change into Ms. Boss lady until I stepped into my office. It was... I don't know... like superman when he stepped into a phone booth."
Harrison chuckled slightly at the analogy, although he still didn't understand completely. He moved up through the ranks at work just like she did; he was a boss too. He never felt like that.
"Boss lady or not," he said, once again his voice percolating with anger. "That didn't give you the right to betray me, to betray US, damn it. Have there been others?" he probed. "Honest, be honest with me, have you ever done this before?" His posture went rigid; his face took on a very stern, almost accusing expression.
"No, please Harrison, you have to believe me. Except for Brad, I've never been with anyone else since the day we met."
"I don't have to believe anything you say," he mumbled just loud enough for her and Dr. Wexler to hear.
"Mr. Corbett, usually things become easier the more we do them, even things we know are wrong. Does it make sense that your wife would admit to one affair but not to others she'd had?"
He knew Laura was telling the truth even before the doctor said anything. He'd said it because he still had not completely gotten over wanting to strike back and hurt her like she hurt him. It worked too. The tears that had been building up now leaked down from her eyes.
"I know," he muttered. "I just wanted to hear her say it." He caught sight of his wife out of the corner of his eye as she dabbed back at the waterworks with a tissue.
"Mr. Corbett, I almost wish you hadn't read that book because it seems to have given you some preconceived ideas about culpability. After what Mrs. Corbett has said, do you still feel you were at least in some way, partially responsible for your wife's infidelity?"
"I don't know. I just keep thinking if I'd been more observant, if I had spotted some change in her behavior or moods, maybe I could have headed this thing off before it happened."
"Would that have made a difference?"
Harrison knew exactly what she meant. The intent of doing something wrong is just as bad as doing it, but there were other factors.
"At least I wouldn't have to wonder how I performed in bed compared to this Brad character. She says he wasn't as good as I am but how do I know she's not just saying that? If we did make love again, how would I know she wasn't comparing me to him... thinking of him?"
"Oh Harrison," Laura cried out again, "I'm so sorry for what I've done to you, for everything I've put you through."
Dr. Wexler watched as Harrison took a deep breath then exhaled loudly. He looked tired and frustrated. She glanced at the clock on her desk and was surprised to see they were over their hour by ten minutes.
"Okay," she said. "You both look emotionally worn out, and our time is up, so we're going to call it a night. Is next week at the same time okay with both of you?"
They nodded their heads together.
"Fine, confirm it with Theresa on your way out," requested the doctor. There were no special instructions for Laura this time. She was more worried about Harrison. He was still in a lot of pain. It was obvious he was trying; after all he was the one who requested therapy, but she could tell he wasn't yet thoroughly committed to reconciling.
The next couple of sessions went pretty much the same way. Harrison would ask questions and Laura would honestly and emotionally answer them. Five weeks into the therapy sessions, Laura had an announcement to make.
"Before we get started," she said as she took her seat, "I have something to tell Harrison."
Both Harrison and Dr. Wexler looked a little puzzled.
"Go ahead," replied the doctor.
Laura turned toward her husband with a worried look.
"I just passed the test to get a realtor's license," she said. "I... I don't know how you'll feel about that if you decide to come back to us. I want you to know, if you're not comfortable with it, I won't pursue it. Having you back is the most important thing in my life so if you have any problem with it, either now or in the future, just say the word and I'll quit."
It was a surprise for Harrison, he had no idea she was even thinking about going into real estate.
"What... ah... I... why real estate?" he finally asked.
"Valery suggested it when I quit my job. She's been helping me study. She has her broker's license so I'd be working for her."
Laura watched as Harrison thought, but he wasn't thinking about what she'd asked. Her statement brought a new question to his mind.
"Did Valery know what you were doing?" he asked with a suspicious tone in his voice.
"No; I did confess everything to her just before I quit. I wanted her opinion about telling you, although she didn't think I should."
Harrison didn't say anything at first. He thought about what she said. "You're sure... right? Val had no idea you were cheating on me."
"No, absolutely not; no one knew about it. In fact Val was so pissed after I told her, I thought she might drop me as a friend."
"So, the only people who know about it are the three of us and Valery... and asshole of course."
"Mr. Corbett, please refrain... "
"I'm sorry," he responded cutting off the doctor's rebuke of his foul language.
"There's one other person," Laura said correcting him. "Cathy, my PA. I told her why I was quitting. That's it."
"Okay," he said seeming to be satisfied with her answer. "Why do think I might have a problem with you working for Val, then?"
"Not working for Val, working in real estate. I'll have a lot of free time. I'll be going to open houses and meeting clients to show houses. If you come back I know you're going to have suspicions. It's only natural. How will you know if I'm really going to show a house or meeting some lover some place?"
"Yeah, I see what you mean. Well, I'm not back yet. I guess we'll cross that bridge if and when we get to it," he stated.
Harrison didn't seem to want to deal with this new problem but Dr. Wexler saw the possibility for pending disaster.
"Mr. Corbett, how would you feel watching your wife leave to go show a house?"
"I don't know," he replied. "These session are supposed to help me forgive her, I guess I'm hoping they'll also help me trust her again. Frankly, If I can't trust her I just don't see any way to get back together," he said with a sigh.
"Actually Mr. Corbett, forgiving and trust are things I can't help you with. Only you can find the capacity within yourself to do that. These sessions are meant to simply open lines of communication between you and your spouse. Inside the confines of that communication, hopefully you two can find your way back to one another."
Again it was the doctor that broke the moment or two of silence.
"So... do think you think you'd be able to watch her leave without apprehension?"
Harrison looked into the troubled face of his wife. He thought about everything she did; quitting her job, confessing even though she didn't have to. He remembered how concerned she was over Ashley's rebellion and the genuine remorse she'd shown every day for the last five months. Would she go through all of it if she wasn't truly remorseful... if she didn't truly love him?
"I don't think I'd have a problem," he told them. "I know someone else who got caught up in the same kind of web as Laura; he cheated on his wife too. That was a long time ago. He told me he's never cheated since, that he's learned his lesson;" he paused for only a moment to look at his wife. "I believe him... and I believe Laura when she says she'd never do it again."
The astonished look on Laura's face told the doctor she was about to jump the gun.
"Oh Harrison, does that mean you're coming home?" she cried out.
Dr. Wexler knew his answer before he spoke. One down, she thought; and one to go. Even if he feels he can trust her again, he said nothing about forgiving her.
"No, I'm not coming home," he told his disappointed wife.
Laura's body language went from elation to dishearten as she slumped back in her chair.
"I still need more time, Laura. Just because I think I can trust you again doesn't mean I've forgotten what you did."
Laura nodded her head in understanding but with dissatisfaction. For a split second, she really thought she had her man back. I should have known, she thought, after what I did, it wouldn't be that easy.
She was right, it wasn't going to be that easy. After another four sessions, productive as they were, there was no more talk of Harrison moving back home.
Dr. Wexler was beginning to have her doubts. Harrison just could not let go of his pain, and until he did, there would be no reconciliation.
Harrison wanted to go back home but the thought of his wife's betrayal still hurt. He had been looking for a sign. He wasn't sure what, something that would help him with his decision. He even searched the Bible, but not being a religious man, he had no idea what to look for and nothing jumped out at him in the way of inspiration.
It was the night before their eleventh therapy session, it had been seven months since he'd left his home and family. He was stretched out on the motel room bed with his feet crossed, watching a documentary about Abraham Lincoln on PBS. Leave it to old honest Abe, he thought as the commentator quoted the sixteenth president: "I have always found that mercy bears richer fruits than strict justice."
Laura's mood was somber as she walked into the doctor's office and took her seat. After what seemed like impasse after impasse, the hope with which she started the counseling sessions, was waning. Even Ashley, after questioning her mother after each one, had given up hope of ever having her father back home.
It was Doctor Wexler who first picked up on Harrison's demeanor. She thought she detected a slight spring in his step as he strolled in. There was just a tinge of cheerfulness in his voice as he said hello.
Before sitting down, he walked over to the table along the wall and fixed two cups of coffee, one black and one with cream and sugar.
There was a confidence in his manner that the doctor had not seen up till then. He looked like a man who had come to a decision and was confident with that decision.
"Here you go," he said holding the plastic cup out to Laura.
Her face looked like that of a beaten woman as she took it from his hand with a thank you.
Dr. Wexler was sure he'd come to a resolution, what it was, she had no idea. Well, no sense in dragging this out, she thought.
"Mr. Corbett, you look like you have something on your mind so I'm going to give you the floor," she said sitting back in her chair.
Harrison nodded to the doctor before turning toward Laura.
"Laura, I know I don't have to tell you how much you hurt me. It's been well documented in these meetings, but I want you to know that in spite of the pain and anger, I have never stopped loving you. From the moment I first walked out of the house after you told me what you did, I have been searching my soul for answers. I've taken a lot of things into account; the welfare of our daughter, the seventeen years we have invested in each other, the experience of my boss at work and something he said about my pride keeping me from happiness. Of course I also took into consideration my feelings, the hurt and pain, and then there's my love for you."
Laura listened with intent but she'd been shot down before when she got her hopes up; this time she was determined not to raise them.
"The actions you took when you broke things off have convinced me you'd never do it again and a very wise man told me that mercy sometimes bears richer fruit than justice. I'd like to come home. I'd like to raise our daughter together and put this behind us. What do you think?"
Laura couldn't believe what she just heard. She closed her eyes to savor his words. Salty droplets of water bubbled out from behind her lids and streamed down her face. Her chest began to rise and fall with each sob. Without looking up she raised her arms, searching for the comfort of her love. He was there. He took her in his arms and gently guided her head to rest on his chest as she wept.
Even though Dr. Wexler had a good success rate for couple's reconciliation, this was a scene that wasn't played out too often in her office. She fought back tears of her own.
Harrison cancelled the last session and followed his wife home. Ashley was sitting at the kitchen table doing homework when they walked in. Her eyes lit up like candles when she saw them both smiling.



"I'm home, pumpkin," he said with a big grin.
Ashley jumped up from her chair and ran into his arms. "Oh dad, dad," she blubbered as she held on to him with all her might.
Later that night a naked Harrison crawled into bed next to his equally naked wife.
"I... I'm kind of nervous," she whispered.
"What are you nervous about?"
"Is it... ah," she took a breath. "Is it too soon... you know... "
Harrison knew exactly... he'd wondered the same thing. Had he really forgiven her or was he just lying to himself. Could he really make love to her again... really? Not just go through the motions? Could he dig deep enough down into his heart and let his love push back the pain and anger? It was the moment of truth.
Laura was still talking. "I, um... I want you to make love to me. I want you to show me you really do forgive me. I'm, ah... I want you so bad, honey. Please, do you think... "
Harrison rolled over and shut her up with kiss. As he broke the kiss he held his finger to her lips. "Shhhh." He planted another kiss on her chin... neck... around to the back of her ear; his finger left her lips as he slid his hand gently to the other side of her face and stroked her tenderly.
Laura could feel her heart beating with unbridled desire. Silently she prayed, thanking God for a second chance and vowing to never screw it up again.
Her loving husband's hand flowed tenderly down the side of her neck and onto her breast compassionately caressing one nipple, then the other.
Laura moaned and closed her eyes. For so long she had craved his touch.
Harrison slowly worked his way down her body. When his hand reached the entrance to her vagina he found her flooded with passion.
"Please," she sighed, "please put it in." Instinctively her hands grabbed at his back as he moved into position.
He had no trouble achieving an erection. He felt the warmth of her pussy as he slipped his rock hard cock deep inside.
"Oh, oh, God, I love you so much," she cried.
"I love you too," he replied with his first thrust.
It didn't take long for both to climax. They came together with all the hurt and pain disappearing within a fiery cloud of ecstasy.
The continuing sounds of love made it down the hall and found their way to the ears of a young girl who was too excited to sleep. Once again she thought of herself as the luckiest girl in the world.
It took almost two months before wife and daughter started treating him like a person and not a king, but eventually life became normal again.
***
It was about eight months after Harrison had moved back home when Ken called him into his office.
He hadn't even had a chance to sit down before Ken started talking. "Harrison, I've created a new position, Vice President in charge of International operations."
As perceptive as Ken was, he knew what Harrison was thinking... they didn't have any international operations?
He laughed when he saw his confused employee's face. Yeah, yeah I know, it sounds bogus doesn't it; but with a little luck and a lot of salesmanship that title could mean the future of this company."
Now Harrison was really puzzled.
Ken continued. "I'm sure you've heard of Sean Craig, the actor."
"Yeah, of course."
"Well he's starting a chain of restaurants. Right now he's thinking about seven here in the states and two in Canada, but if they're successful he wants to sell franchises all over the world. We are one of the companies he's considering to scout locations and analyze the market. If we could lock this in, it could mean millions."
"Jeeze, Ken that's fantastic."
"Yeah, but you haven't heard the best part yet... "
Harrison listened with anticipation.
"I'm naming you as the new VP," Ken elaborated. "Your new cards are being printed as we speak."
"Me? Ken, I'm... ah... "
"Hold on there, cowboy, there're strings attached."
I should have known, thought Harrison.
"You're the best salesman we have, bar none. I want you to take your top man as your assistant and go out to L.A. next week. We're counting on you to nail this thing down. If you don't, I won't take the title away from you but it won't mean anything and you'll be right back doing what you've always done. If you succeed it'll be your baby. Sean Craig will be your one and only account and we'll work out a nice compensation package for you."
It still didn't make sense. "Ken, I don't get it; why not just wait until we see if I can land the account before giving me the title?"
"Because I don't want to send a project manager; I'm hoping Craig is impressed with us for sending a VP to talk to him."
"Ahhhh," said Harrison indicating he now understood.
It took Harrison five trips to Los Angeles but he finally returned to Chicago in triumph after selling his firm as the one who could do the best job. There were cheers and accolades from all, including his loving family.
Over the next six months, Harrison and his team had all the preliminary ground work completed and was working with Sean Craig and his team to select the first seven locations for his restaurants.
Harrison had just returned from L.A. again when he was summoned into his boss' office once more.
Ken told him what a great job he was doing before getting to the reason for the meeting.
"Harrison, does the name Brad Griffin mean anything to you?"
Just hearing his name again made Harrison's blood run cold. His body stiffened and he had to force air into his lungs.
"Yeah," he declared with a growl. "He's the son-of-a-bitch that was sleeping with Laura... why?"
"I thought so," responded Ken. "Did you ever feel like you wanted to get revenge?"
"Are you kidding, plenty of times, but I didn't want to land in jail."
Ken looked at his star VP and spoke with an evil sounding tone in his voice. "Would you like to get that revenge?"
Harrison looked at his boss. He wouldn't ask something like that hypothetically. He had something up his sleeve. "What'd you have in mind?"
"Well your guy is quite the entrepreneur. Do you know what he did with that temp agency?"
Harrison shook his head no. "I know he was their biggest client, that's all."
"He contracted to do the shipping for a bunch of retail companies that marketed seasonal products. He hired people from your wife's company and put them to work in the shipping departments. When the season was over, they'd be out of a job but Griffin had a whole stack of companies that he was working with so he'd be hiring all the time. He ran a pretty lucrative business."
"Whoopee for him," Harrison said sarcastically. "So how do I get revenge?"
"Well our boy has set his sights a little higher these days. He's making a pitch for the contract to ship all the food to Craig's restaurants."
Suddenly Harrison sat up in his seat. Ken had his attention.
"He's gambling to get in on the ground floor of what he feels will be a worldwide chain of restaurants. He's really bet all his marbles on one roll of the dice, in fact he's over extended himself. Right now he's pretty heavily in the red and if he doesn't get the contract he'll be financially ruined."
Ken saw Harrison's eyes light up.
"I can make that happen with one phone call," smirked Ken.
"Do it," Harrison said without so much as a second's hesitation.
"Are you sure? I've never known you to be a vindictive person. Are you going to be able to sleep nights if I do this?"
"Like a baby," he replied. "Look, I know Laura was just as responsible as he was but this asshole almost ruined my life as well as hers. Ashley, Laura, me... we all went through hell; why should Griffin get off Scott free? He knew damn well she was married but it didn't mean a fucking thing to him. He knew she had a family who loved her, he didn't care. All he wanted was to get into her panties and he didn't give a shit who he hurt."
"Okay, consider it done," countered Ken.
Harrison started leave then had a thought. He turned toward Ken. "I want him to know it was me," he said. "It doesn't work unless he knows it was me."
Harrison sat back down where he and Ken hatched out a plan.
Three days later Harrison walked down Wabash Avenue in downtown Chicago. He turned into a high-rise office building and rode the elevator to the ninth floor. From there he took only a few steps before finding himself standing in front of the door marked, 'Brad Griffin Inc.' He smiled as he stepped inside.
"May I help you?" The S.O.B. had good taste in women, he thought. His secretary was a knockout.
"Yeah, I'm Mr. Jamison. I'm here to talk about the food contract for The Sean Craig Group."
"Yes sir, Mr. Jamison, he's expecting you," she said while reaching for the intercom. "Mr. Griffin, Mr. Jamison is here."
The voice of the devil came emanated from the box on her desk. "Send him right in."
"Go right in," parroted the shapely redhead. "Would you like some coffee?"
"No thanks, I won't be here that long," he stated. He tapped the 'send' button on his phone dispatching the pre-arranged text, as he entering through the office door.
Griffin had a large grin on his face as he stood to shake hands. "Mr. Jamison, it's very nice to meet you."
There he was, not more than four feet from the man responsible for the worst time of his life. "Sorry, my name isn't Jamison, it's Corbett, as in Laura Corbett, the married woman you had an affair with."
The big grin left Griffin's face immediately. He lowered his hand, Corbett wasn't about to shake it anyway. "What do you want?" Get out of my office," he demanded.
Just then his secretary's voice came across the intercom. "Mr. Griffin, I'm sorry to interrupt but there's someone else from the Sean Craig Group on line three. He said it was urgent."
Harrison smiled. "You'd better take that, it's important."
Griffin stared him in the face as he cautiously picked up the phone and hit button three. A few seconds later his face contorted with distress.
"What? You can't do that! No, wait a minute, but I... hold on... no, don't do that... " he looked up in horror as the line went dead.
Now it was Harrison who wore the big grin. "Payback's a bitch, isn't it." With that he turned and left. On the way back down the elevator, he reveled in his elation. It was almost biblical he thought. I met the prince of darkness and slew him, he told himself. Yeah!
Epilogue;
It's been three years since I reconciled with Laura. There were a lot of factors to consider back then but family was at the top of the list. To be honest, at the time I thought there was a good chance that by now I'd view that decision with regret, but thank God, the opposite is true.
Laura is doing great in real estate. Val taught her well. These days she pretty much makes her own hours and she brings home a lot more than she ever did as the manager of Star temp. Am I worried when she leaves to show a house in the evening? Actually I've never been more confident of anything, than I am in her faithfulness. She has proven her loyalty and fidelity time and time again.
Ashley is getting ready for college; she'll be leaving in another month. We are so proud of her.
I'm still the vice president of international operations but I really don't have that much to do anymore. My staff is amazing and has everything running very smoothly. Of course one of the major perks of that whole situation... well, aside from the kick I got destroying Griffin... was developing a friend like Sean Craig. He's a hell of a guy and we've become great buddies. I always have to laugh at Laura and Ashley whenever he comes to our house for dinner. It's funny watching them fall all over themselves.
Ashley couldn't help herself and started bragging in school about Sean being a friend of her dad's. Of course no one believed her and she was developing a reputation for being a liar. Sean heard about it when he was in town and asked if he could pick her up after school. He purposely made sure he was seen by as many teachers and students as possible, from that time on Ashley was the most popular girl in school.
One other interesting anecdote; a couple months ago Laura said she had something she wanted to discuss. It seems she's authored a book about her experience with extramarital sex; no, not about the sex itself, but the aftermath. She wrote about her immeasurable guilt and shame. She described her own pain as she watched her family deal with the grief and anguish, while knowing she was the cause. She detailed the extreme remorse she felt for putting her family through the worst time of our lives.
She wanted me to read it but I couldn't, it was too heart wrenching. She asked how I would feel if she self-published it on Amazon. She knew it wouldn't make much money but she wanted others to feel our pain in hopes that it might keep just one person from hurting his or her family the same way. I gave her my blessing with one stipulation, any money she made went into Ashley's college fund. She very heartedly agreed.
The first month it only made three hundred dollars but it's already surpassed that this month. It seems to be growing in popularity.
If any of you are considering having an affair, maybe you should read her book first, it's called, "Between the pages of Adultery."
The end.
*****
I hope you enjoyed the read. As always, comments are more than encouraged.
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Laptopwriter



        The Last Chimes of Fall

        While suffering a heart attack, Brent remembers his 3 loves.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/the-last-chimes-of-fall

Title: The Last Chimes of Fall

Author: laptopwriter

Category: Loving Wives

Description: While suffering a heart attack, Brent remembers his 3 loves.

Tags: porch swing, fairgrounds, affair, love, new home, divorce, heart attack, cancer




Copyright©2012
Some of you might recognize this story. I published it a couple years ago under a different name but pulled it because of some difficulties I was having with the site at that time. Originally it was posted in three parts.
Recently I combined the parts into one story and was going to publish it on the pay sites but changed my mind. I enjoy the instant feedback I get here so I decided to resubmit the story. I warn you, this is the long version but I hope you'll take the time to read it. I also hope you enjoy it.
Thank you,
Laptopwriter
All characters are over eighteen.
*****
Prologue:
With-in the confines of chapters one and three, Brent, while working in his back yard, experiences a heart attack. Writhing from the pain, he struggles along the ground in an effort to seek help. During this time, he will relive the joys and tragedies from the three loves of his life. Please accompany him on his journey and I hope you enjoy the read.
Chapter One; "Tanya"
The bitter breeze strewn lifeless brown leaves along my cold, hard Midwest lawn. Only a couple weeks prior they dazzled brilliantly against the sun as it shown through the yellow, orange, and red colors of fall. Now, I struggled against Mother Nature; my only weapon to stop their attempted escape on the wings of her frosty breath was an old fashion bamboo rake, a hand-me-down from a generation long since passed.
I worked feverishly, gathering the last remnants of summer into piles to be bagged and picked up before the first snow fall. The dull, gray sky and wintry winds told me time was short.
My left arm was still hurting as it had been for most of the day. Normal, I suspected for a man who, like the season, was also approaching winter. The long tentacles of the old rake scraped along the ground when suddenly it dropped from my hands. I went down to my knees clutching my chest from the worst pain I had ever experienced. My body twisted from tightening muscles and I fell hard upon the frozen ground behind my house.
I was paralyzed from the agony. My body refused to function. I heard the rustling of leaves under me as I rolled uncontrollably from one side to the other.
I had to regain control. I was alone, blocked from view of the street and my neighbors. Somehow I had to get to the house. Then it hit again. My body curled in a ball as it was wreaked with a second wave of burning torment.
I laid there. I struggled to breathe. I could feel the erratic rhythm of my heart pounding in my chest, when off in the distance I heard a voice.
"I love you," it said like a whisper in the wind. There was something familiar about it. It was almost like a dream, yet so real...no, not a dream, a memory. I heard it again, "I love you with all my heart." This time I recognized it. It was a voice I hadn't heard in over fifty years, the voice of my high school sweetheart; the first love of my life.
"Tanya," I said in a raspy voice. It was all I could manage but it brought me back to a warm summer's night in my home town.
We lay under the stars, our naked bodies entwined, our hearts pounding, our minds spinning, as we both had just experienced the rapture of making love for the first time in our lives. Tanya turned toward me and caressed my cheek with her dainty hand. "I love you," she said. "I love you with all my heart."
I still remember how it all started. Back then, as far as I was concerned, it was the most unlikely romance I could think of. I was certainly no lady's man. In grade school I had red hair, freckles, and wore glasses. I was constantly ridiculed by the girls in my class. I guess I grew out of a lot of that by the time I entered high school. My hair turned darker in color. The freckles were all gone; I still couldn't escape the glasses though and was nonetheless very self-conscious in spite of the small popularity I enjoyed as the school photographer.
Tanya Dickens was a cheerleader and certainly one of the most popular girls in school. She and I shared a class in English Literature, but other than that, I had no real contact with her except to take pictures of her at the football and basketball games.
I still remember my reaction on that cold November, Friday night after the football game when I felt someone tap me on the shoulder from behind. I turned around and saw Tanya with her winter coat wrapped around her little cheerleader's outfit.
"Hi Brent," she said, in what I was sure was the voice of an angel. "Hey, if it's not too far out of your way, do you think you could give me a ride home tonight?"
My brain instantly turned to mush. Be cool, I thought, don't get tongue tied, don't act scared, just answer her.
"Sure Tanya, no problem." Whew! I did it; I spoke to her and didn't make a fool of myself...at least not yet.
It was only a ten minute drive from the school to her house, but it was the most stressful ten minutes of my young life. She didn't wait for me to get out and open the car door for her like the gentleman I was taught to be. Instead, as soon as I stopped in her drive she opened the door herself, glanced over toward me with a smile that would have melted the heart of Genghis khan, and simply said thanks. A moment later she left me sitting there like a love sick puppy as she disappeared behind the front door of her house.
Driving off, I thought to myself, if I live to be a hundred, I will remember this night for the rest of my life, the night Tanya Dickens rode in my car. Little did I know at the time, there would be many more nights to remember.
The following week was pretty much like all weeks in school until Friday in English Lit. I was already seated when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I looked up, once again, into Tanya's smiling face.
"Are you taking pictures at the game tonight, Brent?"
"Sure, I'll be there," I said trying again not to pee my pants.
"Could you give me a ride home again?" She asked.
I was really finding this hard to believe. Two weeks in a row?
"Absolutely!" As fast as I said it I wondered if I'd sounded too anxious.
"Great," she replied enthusiastically. "I'll see you tonight then."
That night all I could think of was taking Tanya home again. What if she wanted to talk? What would we talk about? I was so nervous I almost forgot to shoot pictures. I didn't have a single photo that was even worthy of the high school newspaper until late in the fourth quarter. I happened to be in the right spot at the right time when I grabbed a great shot of the winning touchdown.
"Great shot, kid," I heard from my left. I looked over and recognized the middle aged man talking. He was the head photographer for the largest newspaper in the state. They would occasionally cover high school sports in our area.
"Thanks," I said, "just a lucky shot."
"In this game, kid, there's no such thing as luck. Sports photography takes a keen eye and split second timing. You just showed both. Are you a senior?" he asked.
"Yes sir."
The tall man walked up next to me, reached for his wallet and took out a business card. Holding it between his index and middle fingers he offered it in my direction.
"You've got talent, Kid. If you think you'd like to learn the newspaper game after graduation, give me a call." He smiled and walked off in the direction of the parking lot.
What a night this was turning out to be, I thought. Just then Tanya came running up and grabbed my arm. She was all excited from our big win.
"Hey," she said still holding on to me. "A bunch of the kids are going to the restaurant in town. Do you think we could join them, or do you have to get right home?"
Everything was happening so fast. Whose life was I living anyway, certainly not mine; just last week Tanya rode in my car, now she's talking about a...a...a date? Well, maybe not an actual date, but it was close enough for me.
"Sure, Tanya." Just then a couple more from the school's 'A' crowd came over.
"So, you guys going to meet us there?" asked Judy, another cheerleader.
"Yeah, Brent and I are heading over there now," Tanya replied. When we got to the restaurant they pushed several tables together for us. I sat next to Tanya and was actually talking to several members of this elite clique, almost as if I belonged.
Our tables were just getting served when two more from our school walked in, Pete and Darrell, the two stars of tonight's game. Pete was the quarterback who threw the winning pass and Darrell was the tight end who made the spectacular catch.
"Hey Brent," Darrell called out like I was a friend of his. "Did you get a shot of me catching that pass?"
Hell, I didn't even know he knew my name. "Yes I did," I responded. "I got it just as you grabbed for the ball."
"Alright!" he said with exuberance. "I'm going to have my picture in the paper."
I didn't think the night could go any better until we were, once again, sitting in Tanya's driveway. This time I was ready.
"Wait right there," I said as I got out of the car and walked around to the passenger side. She smiled and stepped out as I held the door open for her. It was at that very moment that I thought the universe might explode.
"Thanks," she said. "I had a great time tonight." She then stood on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek. I don't even remember driving home after that.
The following weekend was even more sensational than the last. Once again our team won the game and insured their spot in the sectionals. Tanya was so excited she grabbed me around the neck and started jumping up and down while kissing me several times on the cheek.
Having Tanya's body rubbing and bumping into me soon had my own body reacting. I became absolutely mortified when I felt an erection growing in my pants. Several times, Tanya's body, dressed only in that skimpy little cheerleader's outfit, came in contact with my, now fully engorged dick. I wanted to melt into oblivion and had no idea what to do. I could feel myself getting flush from head to toe. I heard Tanya giggle a couple of times. I didn't know if she was giggling because she was aware of my situation, or she was just excited about the game. One thing was for sure, I wasn't going to ask her.
That night several more kids showed up at the restaurant in celebration of the win. This time, however, in addition to talking about the game, the other main topic of conversation was my photograph of last week's winning touchdown. I was truly living in a parallel universe, I thought, as some of the kids congratulated me and told me what a great photographer I was.
The following Tuesday, Jim, a long time buddy of mine from grade school, walked up to me while I was getting some books from my locker. Just by the look on his face I could tell he had something on his mind.
"Hey, Jim, what's up?" He stared at me for a second before responding.
"Are you really dating Tanya Dickens?" he asked in a voice that more than showed his total disbelief, even in the question he was asking.
"Where did you hear that?" I inquired. It was extremely flattering but what came to mind first was worry, worry that Tanya would hear that and get angry. Driving her home and going out with the kids after the games was one thing, but if she heard some kids use the term, "dating," she'd probably think I started the rumor and be really pissed.
"It's all over school," said Jim still with a questioning look. "Is it true? Are you really going out with Tanya?"
"No, Jim, it's not true. Her house is right on my way home so I've been giving her a ride after the games, that's all. You don't really think she'd go out with me do you?"
I saw the look on Jim's face; I think he was actually pleased. I'm not sure why, maybe he thought we'd no longer be friends if I was really dating Tanya. I'm not sure. We both had to get to our classes so, after a couple chuckles, he went one way and I went the other wondering if Tanya had heard the rumors and if she would ever speak to me again.
A couple days later I was relieved when Tanya stopped to say hi to me in the hall. Either she hadn't heard the rumors, or she simply shrugged them off, I thought.
That Friday night everything seemed normal. Football season was winding down and it looked like we had a good shot at going all the way in the sectionals. As was now becoming the norm, Tanya and I met several of the kids at a restaurant after the game and talked again about our team's victory.
I had been nervous the whole night. Sooner or later Tanya was going to hear the rumor about us dating and I didn't want her to think I started it, so as we pulled into her drive, I had to take a chance.
"Tanya," I said apprehensively. "Ah, well...I ah, well I heard there's a rumor going around the school about you and I dating and...well, I ah, I just didn't want you to think I started it, that's all."
I saw the smile leave Tanya's face and really thought I'd blown it. Evidently she hadn't even heard the rumor until I just blabbed.
"Are you ashamed of dating me?" she asked.
Okay, now I was really confused. I never had a sister and had absolutely no experience with girls, whatsoever. Was she mocking me, making fun of me, or was she being sincere? Then again, my dad said many times, "sincerity is what women fall back on when all other forms of deception have failed."
I didn't know what to say. Then, before I knew what was happening, it just came out. "Hell no Tanya, are you kidding, I love you." Even as I heard myself saying it, I wanted to pull the words back into my mouth but I couldn't. I think my eyes got as big as saucers about the same time Tanya put a smile back on her face. "Oh God, Tanya, I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to embarrass you. I...I didn't mean to say that."
"Oh, so you don't love me?"
"No, I mean, yes, but..."
"Shhhhhh," Tanya shushed me putting her finger to my lips. "Wow, that's the first time anyone ever told me they loved me. Look," she said, "my mom and dad would like to meet the guy who's been driving me home. Why don't you come in and meet them."
"Oh jeez," I said. "I've already made such a mess of tonight, I don't know."
"Oh come on," she countered. "You haven't messed up anything. Come on in, it'll just take a minute."
I reluctantly agreed. Tanya took my hand and led me into the lion's den.
"Well, you're the young man we've heard so much about," said her dad as he reached out and shook my hand.
"Dad," Tanya said. "Don't embarrass me, please." He chuckled and asked me to have a seat. Tanya had a younger sister who came running in, I guess to see what I looked like. As we all sat and talked I began to relax a little when Tanya's mom brought me a Pepsi from the fridge. What do you know, I thought, Tanya didn't live in a castle guarded by dragons after all; she was part of family just like me. In fact her dad was a no nonsense kind of guy just like my own dad. I really liked her whole family and they seemed to like me.
When it was time to leave Tanya walked me out. "I don't know about love, Brent," she said honestly, "but I like you a lot, and if you ever do decide to ask me out on a real date, I'd be happy to say yes." She then reached up, put her arms around my neck, and kissed me; this time on the lips. It was the first time in my life I had been kissed on the lips. I remember thinking at that moment, if God were to strike me dead right now, I would have no regrets. I had just been kissed by Tanya Dickens, what more could life hold?
Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, was all that came to mind as I drove off heading for home. What'll I do? I've never been on a date before in my entire life, not a real date. I've never had a girlfriend before. God! What to do? I have to talk to someone. I need advice, but who? I can't talk to my folks...not about girls...oh God, I thought, that's just sick!
Denny! Of course, my cousin, Denny; he was nine years older than me and was married. Denny and I were more like brothers than cousins. Cindy, his wife, was extremely pretty, too. Not as pretty as Tanya of course, but still very pretty. Tomorrow was Saturday, Denny didn't work so I could go over there and talk to him.
Saturday morning at breakfast, all I could think about was Tanya and the talk I was going to have with my cousin. First; however, I had to help my dad with the last of the yard work. He handed me one of the two brand new bamboo rakes he had just bought, and we spent the next four hours raking and burning leaves.
After dinner I told my parents I was going over to Denny's for a little while. They warned me not to make it home too late, we were all going to church on Sunday.
When I got to Den's I was glad to see Cindy was in the kitchen doing dishes. Den and I sat in the living room. I guess he could read my face and knew I had something specific I wanted to talk to him about.
"Okay, Brent, you look worried, what's going on?" he asked.
"Well," I said softening my voice so Cindy wouldn't hear me, "I need some advice. There's a girl at school. I really like her and...well, I want to ask her on a date, but...
"Hey man, it's about time," Denny interrupted. "Who is she? Is she cute? Hey Cindy, come on in here, Brent has a girlfriend!"
Damn it, I thought, there goes the private conversation I wanted to have. Cindy came into the living room wiping her hands dry on a dish towel. She had a huge smile on her face as she sat next to me on their couch. This was going to be embarrassing; I could just feel it in my bones.
"Brent that's great," said Cindy. "Do we know her?"
"No, I don't think so. Her name is Tanya Dickens, she's one of the cheerleaders at school."
"One of the cheerleaders!" said Denny with a surprised tone in his voice. "Hey man, that's my cousin," he said while shifting his body forward and leaning his elbows on his knees in a more intent listening posture.
"I think that's great," said Cindy.
"Yeah, she's really something special," I said with pride. "But...well, I want to take her out on a date but I don't really know what to d..."
Before I could finish Denny broke in again. "The clit, man, go right for the clit. It drives them crazy, doesn't it honey?"
I looked up at my cousin in shock.
"It's right under the little hood at the top of the pussy," he continued. "Show him yours, honey," he said looking at his wife with a big grin on his face.
I could literally feel my entire body blushing. Cindy looked at me. "Den, will you stop, look at the poor kid; you're embarrassing him."
Denny looked back at me and laughed. "Ha, ha, I don't think I've ever seen anyone quite so red in my life."
"Brent," Cindy said with empathy. "You're a great guy. Just be yourself and you'll do fine."
"Oh hell, Cindy," I said nervously. "She could have any guy she wants. I still don't know why she likes me but she does. At least I think she does. She sure seems to."
"What do you mean you don't know why she likes you," said Cindy in an almost angry voice. "You're smart, witty, and good looking. You have a great personality...any girl would be proud to be your date."
"I don't know, Cindy. It just seems so farfetched that she really could like me. Anyway, I have no idea where to take her or what to do."
Cindy thought for just a second. "Take her to a movie. You can't miss with going to the show, Brent. Pick out a nice romantic comedy, or better yet, let her pick it out. When they turn the lights down low you put your arm around her so you two can cuddle. When it's over you can take her out to a restaurant. If you can't think of anything to talk about, you can talk about the movie you just saw."
"Yeah," I said picturing me with my arm around Tanya. "That's a good idea. Thanks."
"Hey, there's also a little trick you can do by cutting a hole in the bottom of the popcorn box and putting it on your lap," said Denny joking again.



"Will you stop!" yelled Cindy looking at him with a big grin.
The following Monday at school, I was trying to figure out how to approach Tanya. I had the movie section from Sunday's newspaper with me.
I was standing at my locker wondering when I would have the opportunity to talk to her alone when I felt someone push their hip against the side of my body. I looked over to see who it was.
"So," said Tanya with a big smile, "have you thought anymore about what we talked about?"
For the first time since giving Tanya that initial ride home, I was starting to believe she actually liked me. Why?- I still had no idea. Every guy in school would give his eye-teeth to go out with her. All I knew was I was starting to lose some of those inner demons I had developed in grade school. I felt just the tiniest amount of self-confidence as I smiled.
"Tanya, that's all I thought about all week-end," I said while reaching to retrieve the movie section from my locker. "I know it's short notice, but would you be free Saturday night? I thought we could go to the movies."
Tanya smiled as she took the movie section from me then crooked her index finger motioning me to lower my head. As I did she kissed me, ever so softly, and right on the lips.
"Tanya and Brent, sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g;" we both looked over and saw Becky Peterson, another of the schools most popular people, singing the little ditty.
Tanya smiled. "Eat your heart out, Becky," she said to her friend with a cute, little cock of her heard. This was all just so hard for me to believe. Any time now I just knew I would wake up and realize it was all just a dream.
For the rest of the day, I'm not sure but I think I probably went to classes. I mean, physically, I must have been there. Mentally; however, I don't remember a thing after that kiss. All I could see was Tanya and me, standing together with wedding bells ringing over our heads. As they say, I had it bad...I was in love.
That Friday night turned out to be a real downer. In an upset, our team lost the second game of the sectionals. Tanya had tears in her eyes when she came over, put her arms around my waist, and leaned her head against my chest. I put my arm around her and pulled her closer.
"I'm sorry, honey," I said. The term of endearment came out before I knew it. It was what my dad always called my mom. It just seemed natural. I wondered if Tanya even heard it, if she did she didn't say anything.
There would be no celebration at the restaurant tonight, no joking, and no compliments on my photography. The game had been played at the rival school which gave us a very solemn forty minute ride home. I had as much school spirit as the next guy but I knew the loss affected Tanya much more than it did me. All the way home I wondered about our date the following night. Would Tanya be in a bad mood all night? Maybe she might not even feel like going at all and call it off completely. My worries were somewhat relieved when Tanya slid over on the bench seat of my fifty-seven Chevy and leaned her head into my shoulder for comfort.
Saturday night I hadn't heard anything to the contrary, so I drove over to Tanya's house at six forty five as planned. Her mother must have seen me drive up and opened the door to invite me in before I could even knock. As soon as I stepped into the living room Tanya made her entrance. It finally happened; I knew it would sooner or later. She was so beautiful that the moment I opened my mouth to tell her so, I got tongue tied. All that came out was gibberish, and it happened right in front of her parents.
I know I must have been turning a scarlet shade of red when Tanya smiled, walked over, and with a small peck on the cheek, said, "Brent, you say the sweetest things."
That brought a chuckle from her dad and a snicker from her sister.
"You look absolutely incredible," I said. The little kiss did it; like a princess kissing a frog and breaking the spell, I could talk again. Tanya took my arm while we said good night to her folks and we were on our way.
At the show we got some popcorn and a couple of soft drinks before going in to sit down. I couldn't help but smile as I remembered my cousin's joke about the hole in the bottom of the box. Tanya asked what I was smiling about and I had to think fast.
"Well, I'm sitting here with the prettiest, nicest, most wonderful girl in the whole world. Why wouldn't I be smiling? " I asked. Just then the lights were lowered. Tanya reached over and gently turned my face toward hers. She slowly moved her lips closer to mine. I felt her left hand on the back of my head as she pulled slightly making our lips touch; then I felt her other hand slip to the inside of my thigh and knew in an instant I would have a raging hard on in another second or two. Tanya's lips opened and I felt her tongue probing for mine. I wanted to concentrate on her kiss, but I was so worried, so embarrassed by the problem growing between my legs.
I knew she could feel it. I tried to take my mind off of my dick and focus on the kiss. I swirled my tongue to intermingle with hers. When we broke the kiss Tanya had a big grin on her face. There was no doubt she was aware of my hard cock. It actually hurt from straining against the fabric of my trousers. Was she teasing me or testing me, I wondered. I was beginning to think I should have paid more attention to my cousin's information about a woman's clit. Shit, I thought, what if she really does want to have sex. I've never even been on a date let-alone had sex before.
I put my arm around her and pulled her close. The screen lit up with the first of three cartoons before the movie. We both laughed as the road runner, using his speed and intellect, out foxed Wile E. Coyote, yet again. Now and then Tanya would remove her hand from the inside of my leg to get some popcorn or to take a drink, but would always return it to the danger zone. By the end of the movie I was actually getting comfortable with the feel of her hand so close to my, still hard cock.
The rest of the evening also went well. I was finally starting to accept the fact that Tanya, one of the prettiest and most popular girls in the whole school, actually did like me. I found myself more relaxed and allowed my personality to come out more. I was always kind of the class clown and usually kept people, even adults, laughing when I was around. It was a trait I had been too nervous to show off around Tanya until that night. We both talked and laughed the night away.
By the time I got her back to her doorstep around midnight, I was actually starting to think of Tanya as my girlfriend, a feeling that was completely foreign to me, but very enjoyable.
"Did you have a good time?" I asked while looking into her deep blue eyes.
"I had a great time," she answered.
"Would I be out of line to ask if you'd like to go out again next Saturday?"
"Next Saturday, and the next Saturday, and the next, would be okay with me," she said. She reached up and wrapped her arms around my neck again. This time I met her half way taking her slim waist in my hands and greeting her lips with a passionate kiss.
The following Saturday Tanya was running a little late which gave me some time to get better acquainted with her mom and dad.
"Tanya tells me you have a job after school, what do you do?" asked Mr. Dickens.
"I work at the Chrysler dealership in town, sir. I clean up the new and used cars that come in. I work every night except Fridays, till nine o'clock and I work Saturdays from eight to three."
"I see," he said with a bit of approval in his voice. "When do you get your homework done?"
"When I get home after work; it's the only time I have," I said.
"So, did your dad buy that car out there for you?"
"No sir. You don't know my dad. He believes people should work for the things they get. Not only did I have to have all the money up front to buy the car, but I had to come up with a year's worth of insurance as well. I've been saving up for the last two years for a car and last summer I worked two jobs to get the rest of the money for the insurance," I said with a smile.
In my sophomore year I was determined I would have a car in my senior year. I worked hard to make it a reality and I was proud of my accomplishment. Although my dad never said anything, I knew he was proud of me too.
Just then Tanya came in the kitchen all ready to go. I almost got tongue tied again as I looked at her. There was not a doubt in my mind, I was truly dating the most beautiful girl in the entire world.
"Tanya, you look stunning," I said.
"Thank you, Brent," she returned with a big smile. We said our good-byes to her folks and, once again, were off to the movies. While driving it occurred to me, I was going to have to find other places to take her if this was going to be an on-going thing.
The movie was a comedy this time and we both laughed till we cried. I had my arm around her waist as we walked from the theatre to the car. I was all set to go to the restaurant again when Tanya said she wanted to show me something. We drove a couple miles out of town, then turned on a dirt road.
"Where are we, Tanya?"
"We're behind the old cemetery," she cooed.
"The old cemetery, what are doing back here?" Just as I said it I realized what we were doing back there. I remember thinking, God I've got a lot to learn.
Tanya kind of chuckled. "Brent, we've been, more or less, dating now for several months. I thought I made it pretty clear that I like you...a lot, yet you have never even tried to touch me. You're not gay are you?"
The question almost killed me. It seemed like I was in new territory every week. I just didn't know how to act around girls, but I was bound and determined I was going learn. "No, Tanya, I'm not gay. To be honest, I'm still finding it hard to believe that you like me at all. These past months, it's like I've been living a dream and I'm so afraid of saying something or doing something to break that dream."
She was smiling again. She turned her body and maneuvered her leg under the steering wheel and over my left leg so she was straddling me. She was sitting on my lap facing me with her arms over my shoulders as she pressed her mouth to mine. I reached around her with my arms and held her, never wanting to let her go. We kissed passionately for several minutes before her long, slender, beautiful legs started to cramp up on her.
By the time she swung her leg back around and was sitting next to me again, I was very uncomfortable with an unbelievably stiff hard-on again.
This time Tanya looked straight at my crotch. "I see you like me too," she said and reached for the tent in my pants.
"Tanya!" I almost shouted as I quickly grabbed for her hand.
"I want to feel it," she said. I removed my hand from hers and let her touch the outside of my pants. Only two layers of cloth protected it from the touch of her fingers. "Oooh; I've been thinking about this." She brought her head around and kissed me again.
I had never been so scared in my entire life. Here was the girl of my dreams, the girl who I loved with all my being, the girl for whom I would lay down my life, offering me sex and I had not the foggiest idea of what to do. It was time to go back and see my cousin Denny again; this time for a much more serious talk.
"Tanya," I said blushing again, "have you...ah, have you ever..."
"Had sex?" she took pity on me and finished my sentence for me.
"Yeah," I said sheepishly.
"No, I haven't; and I'm willing to bet," she said with a smile, "you haven't either."
I gave a little nervous laugh. "What gave it away?"
She laughed.
"Tanya, just so I don't embarrass myself any more than I already have tonight, are you really saying you would like to have your first sexual experience with me?" I couldn't believe I just asked that of any girl, let alone Tanya.
She smiled at me again and kissed me, keeping me in suspense the whole time. Did I just say something stupid? God, I wish she would answer me, I thought.
Finally she broke off the kiss and looked into my eyes. "Yes, Brent, that's exactly what I'm saying."
My hands suddenly started to sweat. My whole body felt like it was getting hot. I must have looked terrified. Tanya smiled, closed her eyes, and kissed me again, so softly this time, I immediately started to relax until I felt her unbuckle my belt. Her hand slipped under my shorts and, for the first time in my life, a girl was touching my cock. It twitched with every light stroke of her fingers.
I didn't know what to do but I was sure I was supposed to do some touching of my own. Tanya's eyes closed and she inhaled with a deep, breathy sound as I reached over and softly caressed her breasts through her blouse.
For the next several minutes we passionately explored each other's body until Tanya pulled back. "I don't dare go any further right now, Brent," she said looking into my eyes. "Please understand; I want you so much, but not here, not like this."
I understood exactly what she meant. I touched her cheek with the tips of my fingers. "It's okay," I said, "I'm going to plan it all out, honey. I am going to give you the most romantic night of your life."
She was beaming. "Can you save up for a motel room?" she asked, "That would be fine with me. I just don't want my first time to be in the back seat of your car."
"My darling Tanya, people are going to write books about your first time," I said grinning from ear to ear, but still not having any clue as to how I was going to achieve this miracle feat.
"Well if they do," said Tanya smiling again, "I hope they don't use names." We each laughed nervously and stayed out there a little longer smooching.
Things were a little quiet in the car during the ride home. I think we were both thinking about what we had actually decided to do. The only thing I knew for sure so far was that I wanted to buy something for Tanya, something nice, something romantic. Something that would remind her of the first time she made love every time she looked at it. For help with that I went back to Cindy.
"Do you think it's too early for an engagement ring?" I asked Cindy.
"Whoa there stud," she said with a surprised, no shocked, look on her face. "You're really serious about this girl, aren't you?"
"Cindy, I love her with all my heart," I answered. She looked into my eyes and could see the sincerity that lay behind them.
"Brent, I know you don't want to hear this, and I can see in your face you really do love her, but you're still very young. She is probably only one of many girlfriends you'll have."
"Cindy, I know I'm young, maybe too young, I don't know, all I know for sure is how much I love her," I said with tears welling up in my eyes.
"Brent, has she said she loves you?" Cindy put her hand on mine trying to comfort me from what she anticipated was going to be a negative response.
"Well," I said sheepishly, "kind of." This was not the conversation I wanted to get into with Cindy. This was the conversation I wanted with my cousin, Denny.
"What do mean, kind of, Brent?"
I just sat and looked at her. I really didn't want to talk to Cindy about this, but she wasn't dumb. She put her hand to her mouth as it dawned on her. "Brent, you had sex with her?"
"No," I said, "well not yet anyway. We talked the other night. She's a virgin and...well, she wants her first experience with me," I said grinning from ear to ear. "Doesn't that mean she loves me? Huh?"
At first Cindy didn't say anything. She just looked at me. Finally she spoke in a soft voice. "Brent, I...ah, I can't really argue with your logic. She's still young too, but it sounds like you two have talked this out. I'm very happy for you, Brent. You're a great guy and I really hope this works out for you."
"Thanks, Cindy," I said while still blushing from our conversation. "But you still haven't answered my question, what kind of gift can I get her to commemorate the occasion?"
We sat there and discussed several options; not only what she would like, but what I could afford as well. We had it pretty well narrowed down when Denny came in.
"Hi Brent," he greeted in his usually jovial way. "How's it going? Hey," he started to ask as an afterthought, "how are things with the cheerleader?"
I looked at Cindy. She read my mind. "You boys have things to talk over," she said smiling. "I'm going to start dinner. Brent you want to stay for dinner?"
"Oh, no thanks, Cindy; I've got to back home pretty soon."
Denny was about to turn the TV on when I asked if I could talk to him first. He sat down in his chair opposite the couch and invited me to start the conversation.
"Den, promise you'll take this seriously," I said while trying to keep from looking so scared.
"Yeah, I guess," he said. "What's this all about? You look like the cat that ate the canary."
"Ah, well, you remember a couple weeks ago when you started joking around about a..." I lower my voice to almost a whisper, "a girl's clit?" I saw Denny's mouth drop open. "Well I'm ready to talk about that now," I said with a big shit-eaten grin on my face. "Tanya and I have been talking. She's still a virgin and I want to make her first time something really special. Like you said, I want to drive her crazy."
"Oh she's a virgin, but you're not?" Denny wasn't about to let me get off so easy.
I hung my head a little and was embarrassed. "No," I said like I was not proud of it, "I'm still a virgin too."
"Hey, don't say it like that, man. It's nothing to be ashamed of. It shows responsibility on your part, that's all, and the fact that you two have actually talked about it without just jumping each other's bones shows real maturity. No kidding, Brent, I'm proud of you, man."
"Really; wow, thanks Den. I really thought you were going to make fun of me."
"Not for something like this, having sex for the first time is way too important. In fact I'm flattered you came to me."
"Who else was I going to go to," I said with a wry smile. "My dad?"
Denny laughed, "Yeah, I see your point. Okay," said Den now starting to get serious, "you have to remember to keep things romantic. There will be times when all you want to do is have sex, raw, passionate, powerful sex, but this isn't one them. You want to do things slowly. Pay attention to every little detail. Make her feel like there is nothing else in the world that matters except her and only her. Every single thought, every movement should be focused on, not just making her feel like a woman, but making her feel like the only woman."
I was surprised. Once he started talking, Denny never cracked a single joke. I learned about the art of seduction, oral sex, and concentrating on her needs before my own.
For the next hour I sat and intently listened to everything my cousin said. I could visualize making love to Tanya as he spoke. He made me promise to use protection and then told me to practice putting the rubber on. "There's no mood killer like making her wait several minutes while you try putting your rain coat on," he said.
Denny took his time and explained the female body to me in detail. "There's a whole lot more to a woman's body than just her pussy," he said. He taught me about erogenous zones, and the importance of finding and stimulating them.
"The most important thing," Den said as he was winding things up, "is sincerity. A woman can always tell if it's not there. Look, I know this will be your first time as well, but make it her night. She wants this to be the most important night of her life. If you do that for her, it will also make it the most important night of your life."
As I drove home that night, I thought of everything my cousin told me. Maybe I was a virgin, but I was now confident that I knew enough as to not make a fool of myself. I knew I would be capable of expressing my love for Tanya as a man.



Now I had to figure out where. It had to be something better than a motel room. I was going to make love to the woman of my dreams. It had to be somewhere...spectacular!
For the next several days and nights all I could think of was making love to Tanya. I walked around with a perpetual smile on my face and everyone, teachers, my folks, friends, everyone except Tanya and my cousin, wondered what I was up to. What was going on in my little pea brain?
Winter was over and spring had sprung with the enchantment of unseasonably warm, summer winds. Of course with the arrival of spring in the Midwest, also comes road construction. Such was the case on the main road so I took the back road home one night after work.
As I got to the far edge of town I drove past the county fairgrounds. Wow, I thought, wouldn't it be something to make love to Tanya in there. It was acres and acres of beautiful tree lined rolling hills with a small picturesque lake and a one hundred year old covered bridge spanning the little stream that flowed through the countryside. Man, I thought, I could spread out a couple of blankets in the soft grass near the lake and we could make love under the stars.
The problem was, the entire site was completely surrounded with a tall cyclone fence that was locked up every night after dusk. I suppose I could cut a hole in the fence but that wouldn't be very romantic, plus I don't think Tanya would like that. Then of course, there was always the chance someone would see the hole and come to investigate. No, that wouldn't do. I'd have to think of somewhere else...or would I?
As I drove home I thought more and more about the fair grounds. The next morning I left for school a little earlier than normal. I took the back roads again so I could go by the entrance of the fair grounds. There were two sets of large gates about thirty feet apart that were used for vehicle entrances. To the side of each of them were two smaller gates used strictly for pedestrians. All the gates had a large chain wrapped two or three times around and locked with a large padlock. At lunch time, when the gates were open, I ran by there again. It was just as I thought and I was starting to form a plan.
The calendar we had hanging on the wall in our kitchen showed each stage of the moon over the dates. Everything had to be flawless. In just ten days the moon would be full, that was the night. So far my plan was coming together perfectly, almost like I was getting divine assistance.
That weekend I searched three hardware stores until I found exactly what I needed. Now all I required was some luck. I prayed it wouldn't rain and that the extremely warm, summer like nights would continue for another week.
I picked out Tanya's gift but had to borrow another fifty bucks from my dad. I promised to pay him back ten dollars a week. I would probably have to see if I could get a few more hours at work to make up the difference, but that was okay with me.
After a week and a half of preparation, and a lot of praying, the big night was here. Tanya knew I had something special planned but she did not know what it was.
I was a little nervous talking to Tanya's parents before we left that night. I wondered if her dad could read my mind. I wondered if he could see the condoms in my pocket. Both her parents and Jackie, her little sister, told her to have a wonderful evening as we left. It was almost as if they knew something, I thought.
Unknown to my own parents, I had even taken some money out of my savings. I wanted to take her out for a nice dinner, something a lot more elegant and romantic than Charlie's, the restaurant we usually ate at. We drove up town to a place my cousin told me about. It was a little pricy, but the romantic atmosphere made it well worth the money.
I could tell Tanya was impressed the moment we walked in. The maitre d' seated us and handed us menus. "Oh, Brent," Tanya said in a whisper so as not to embarrass me. "You can't afford this place. Look at these prices, let's just go to Charlie's, that's fine with me."
"Tanya, this is your night," I told her. "Don't worry about the prices. I want you to order anything you want tonight."
She gave me such a big smile. I sat looking at her and thought to myself, she has no idea what's in store for her. If everything went right, this would be a night she would remember for the rest of her life.
As promised by my cousin, the restaurant was perfect. The food was excellent and the ambiance was exactly what I wanted to set the mood for the rest of the night.
I took my time driving back to town. I wanted to make sure no one would be around the fair grounds. Unfortunately there was no place near the entrance to park after dark without calling attention to the car, so we had to park about four blocks away. Tanya looked at me as I started to get out of the car.
"What are you doing? Where are we going?" she asked. "Why are we parking here?"
"It's part of a little surprise I have for you, honey," I said with a big shit eating grin. I walked around and opened her door for her, then walked over to the trunk and opened it. I had two big, thick blankets in there. I stuck them under my arm and took Tanya's hand.
"Come on, honey, we have to walk a few blocks." Tanya, with a very quizzical look on her face, took my hand and started to walk with me.
When we got to the gate and saw it was locked, Tanya looked at me like I was stupid. "Brent, what are you doing? You know we can't get in here after dark."
"Here hold these a second," I said handing her the blankets. With a big grin on my face, I pulled the magic key from my pocket. I reached for the big padlock, inserted the key, and voila, open sesame.
Tanya's jaw almost hit the ground. "Where did you get a key to the fairgrounds?" she asked in bewilderment.
Holding on to my man of mystery persona, I said nothing, but was still ginning as we stepped inside. I reached through the fence and re-locked the gate. "I'll take those now," I said as I took the blankets back. I wished I had a camera at that moment to capture the look on her face.
Ah yes, I thought silently to myself, a feat of prestidigitation worthy of Houdini himself. Well, not really. When I came back that day at lunch I noticed they left the padlocks unlocked and hanging from the chain after opening them in the morning. All I had to do was find a duplicate lock and switch them before I picked up Tanya. They would use my lock to close up that night, the lock for which I had the key. Before we left that night, I just had to remember to switch the locks back again.
Tanya put her arm around my waist and I did the same as we walked the trail that would take us through the covered bridge and down to the lake. I found the perfect spot and laid out both blankets, one on top of the other. It felt soft, like a feather bed as we stretched out next to each other and looked up at the beautiful round lunar sphere shining down from the heavens.
"I don't know how you pulled this off, Brent, but this has been the most wonderful night of my life," she said as if almost in a dream world.
I could already feel my cock growing as I put my right arm under her neck and pulled her closer to me. I reached into my left pocket and clasped my hand around Tanya's next surprise. "Look," I said reaching my arm out and pointing into the sky. "That's the north star."
As Tanya gazed in the direction I was indicating, I held onto the thin gold chain and let the pendant drop into her field of view. There, dangling from my hand was her present; a gold plated heart with a small diamond right in the middle.
All I heard was a gasp of breath as she reached out. I draped the chain over her hand. "For you, gorgeous," I said softly.
It took her a minute to get her voice back. "Oh, Brent, It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen," she said almost breathlessly.
"Well, then I found the right gift," I whispered in her ear; "because you're the beautiful woman I've ever seen."
She turned around and literally threw herself on top of me. She kissed me hard and passionate. Our tongues danced together for a while, then I rolled her over on her back and gently kissed her face as I slowly started undoing the buttons of her blouse.
When she realized what I was doing she pulled her head back slightly and looked into my eyes. "Here? Now?" she inquired.
"Right here, right now," I said as sensually as I could.
"Oh Brent," she said wrapping her arms around me and pulling me down on top of her. Remembering everything my cousin told me, I kept it romantic.
I stood up and reached down for her hand. I guided her to her feet. She closed her eyes as I stepped behind her and reached around, slowly unbuttoning her blouse from behind. I lightly showered her neck and the back of her shoulders with kisses. In just a matter of moments she stood before me...naked in the moonlight.
I took her in my arms and escorted her back down to lie beneath me. She stared up at me while I removed my clothes. "Look, its pointing at the stars," she said referencing my stone hard cock with a twinkle in her eye.
I used both my finger tips and my mouth to explore every inch of Tanya's womanly body. She gasped and arched her back when I gently pinched her hard, pink nipples. "Oh my God," was her cry several times as I used the teachings of my cousin and practiced the art of oral sex.
Her body writhed under the workings of my tongue. I could feel her hands on my head as her body went into euphoric spasms, one right after another.
Call it nature, intuition, or maybe good instructions, but something told me it was time. I reached down, and just as I had practiced, centered a condom over the head of my cock and rolled it down to the base before slowly guiding it into the most precious thing in the world.
Tanya's eyes opened wide and looked into my smiling face. "Yes," she said. "I'm ready, put it in. Please put it in."
I cradled her head and kissed gently as I slowly pushed. "Oh," she cried out. I stop for only a second before continuing. "Oh God," she repeated, but this time her voice was different, it was more pleasure than pain. I backed out slightly then pushed a little deeper. "Oh yes, yes," she moaned. "Oh God, it's wonderful, God it feels so good."
Just then she almost scared me as she screamed from her first real orgasm. I felt her entire body tense up. She grabbed me tightly around the neck and held on while she experienced the rapture. I felt her pussy tightening around my cock.
"Are you okay?" I asked as she started to come down from her high. She bit her lower lip and nodded her head, still unable to verbalize.
"Yo...you haven't cum yet, have you?" she asked, finally getting her breath back a little.
"No, but that's okay," I said. "This is your night."
"Oh no," she said forcefully. "Put it in again, please. We have to do this together... please."
I just smiled as I slid my young, still hard cock, in with no trouble. Tanya kept her eyes open this time. She gazed into the crystal clear night as I began stroking in and out of her warm, moist center of love. It didn't take long for either of us. Within a couple of minutes I felt my balls drawing up tight and I knew I was about to burst. Just then I felt Tanya's body reacting and knew she was also about to cum again. Almost in unison, our cries of ecstasy pierced the night air.
We lay there, looking at the stars, our sweaty bodies intertwined. "I love you," whispered Tanya. "I love you with all my heart."
I knew I had done it. I gave Tanya the most memorable, most romantic night of her life.
"I love you too, Tanya, probably more than you'll ever know," I proudly said.
After that night we made love whenever we had the opportunity. We also spent every minute we could with each other. By graduation the whole school figured we were destined for marriage, me included.
The summer after graduation I remember as being the greatest summer of my life. I had actually landed that job with the newspaper and was looking for an apartment where Tanya and I could be with each other always.
As the summer months ticked away; however, my joy was slowly being replaced with anxiety. In the fall I would start night classes at a local community college, but Tanya was going to college down state. We would be separated for months at a time. I couldn't even think of my life without her.
The night before she left we both cried our eyes out and reaffirmed our love for one another. Five months later I received a dear Brent letter explaining she had met a really great guy and asking me to be happy for her. 'You will always hold a very special place in my heart,' the letter went on to say, and she hoped I would someday find the girl of my dreams.
***
"Uuuhh," another wave of white heat seared through my body ripping me from my dream like state, and back to reality. I tried to lift my head. I had to get my bearings but all I could see was the darkening gray sky above. I struggled to gather my strength. I had to reach the house: I had to get help. I fought to stay conscious but I was having trouble breathing and I was getting light headed.
"Yes, darling, I do love you. I love you very, very much." Again I heard a voice drifting into my thoughts. No, not Tanya's this time, this voice I recognized immediately...
Chapter Two; "Kris"
It was Kris, the woman with whom I had shared ten years of my life and the mother of my two daughters. I remember when she first spoke those words to me. It was so many years ago and yet I could see her so clearly in my mind. She was propped up on her right elbow staring down into my face after our third, marathon love making session that night.
Again I tried to raise my head, but I was still too weak. I could feel the strength draining from my body and I had to regroup. I lay there and allowed myself to think back to the first time Kris walked into my apartment on the arm of my best friend, George. She was stunningly beautiful and, for the first time since losing Tanya, I found myself interested.
"Brent," started George, my pleasingly plump friend; "meet Kris, or as she's known in the modeling world, 'KA.'"
I stepped forward and lightly took her hand. "How do you do, Kris, it's nice to meet you," I said trying desperately not to trip over my words. "Please, have a seat. Can I get you something to drink? I have soft drinks plus a fully stocked bar."
"Thank you," she said. "I'll take a glass of white wine if you have it."
"One glass of white wine coming up," I said. "George, you want your usual?"
"Yeah," he answered while sitting in the chair opposite Kris. "That'll be fine, Brent, thanks."
As I turned in the direction of the bar, George started the conversation. "Brent here is the best damn newspaper photographer in the city," he told Kris. "He's on staff at The Times."
George had a way of exaggerating big time, but I had no problem with him building me up in front of Kris. I knew exactly what he was going to say next when he started to chuckle.
"You know the difference between his job and mine?" he asked. Kris shook her head. "I shoot the live bodies, he shoots the dead bodies."
This was George's standing joke ever since he had gone with me to a crime scene one night. One of our local mafia wise guys had evidently pissed off his boss and was lying on a restaurant floor with several .45 caliber bullet holes in him. I shot a few pictures of the body before the coroner removed it, hence the dead bodies.
George, on the other hand, was the chief photographer for one of the largest studios in the city. They specialized in catalog photography and did most of the work for Sears, J C Penny's, Montgomery Wards, and almost anyone else who produced a catalog of their wares. George worked with dozens of local models every day, hence the live bodies.
Most of the time George's little joke didn't bother me, but I certainly didn't want this gorgeous creature to associate me with nothing but dead bodies.
"Don't listen to him," I said to Kris. "He's just jealous because I get my name in the paper every day."
I handed out the drinks. "White wine for the lady," I said as Kris reached to take the glass from my hand, "and Kentucky bourbon for George."
It wasn't long before we were all engaged in conversation. Kris was so easy to talk to and had a smile that would light up the sky on a moonless night.
As the evening waned on George asked if I would mind taking Kris home. I was beginning to wonder what George was up to. He never did say the reason for the visit, and now he wanted me to give this gorgeous woman a ride to her apartment in the burbs.
At that point I really didn't care about his motives; I wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth. "I don't mind at all," I said looking at Kris.
"Are you sure?" she asked. "I live in Wheeling. That's a good forty-five minutes from here."
"No problem at all," I said as we all started for the door.
The first few minutes in the car were filled with small talk until Kris turned her head in my direction. "George was right about you," she said.
"Right about me, I don't get it, what was he right about?"
"You're a really nice guy," she said with a smile. "I haven't met too many lately. My last boyfriend was cheating on me and when I called him on it, we broke up."
"Cheating...on you?"
"Yeah," said Kris, "and I think it was with more than one woman, too. Anyway, I was complaining to George and telling him I didn't think there were any nice guys in this whole city. He said he knew of one and asked if I wanted to meet him."
"So that was the reason for the visit, I wondered."
"Yep, I wanted to meet the one nice guy from Chicago," she said grinning. "And here you are."
I learned a long time ago, if you're interested in someone, let them know by asking questions and paying attention to the answers. Kris loved modeling. She did hand and foot modeling, as well as lingerie. In addition to George using her whenever he could, she also had several other accounts including De Vry's, one of the biggest jewelers in the city.
By the time we reached her apartment it was getting pretty late. "What time do you have to be at work tomorrow?" she asked.
"Ah," I had to think, "not until ten," I answered.
"Good," she said as she stepped up in front of me. With a slight smile she looked at my shirt and began to unbutton it. She looked back into my eyes. "Then let's get horizontal."
Wow, I thought, these big city girls sure do move fast. I was already starting to pitch a tent in my pants. My brain was telling me to slow down, I've only known this girl for a few hours; of course my cock was saying who cares, we're going to get laid.
I think I was more excited over seeing this breathtakingly beautiful woman naked than I was over having sex with her. Within a few minutes I found myself between her lovely legs giving my tongue the workout of a life time.
She screamed and twisted her body. She grabbed the back of my head and pushed me down into the sweetest pussy I had ever seen. "Oh God," she exclaimed after coming down from her third or fourth orgasm. "You have a very talented tongue."
She crooked her finger at me. "Come up here," she said. As I crawled up further on the bed she reached down and took a hold of the steel bar between my legs and started guiding it home.
"Are you on the pill?" I asked.
She smiled. "Yes, I am. Thanks for asking. Now, quit being so damn nice and fuck me."
I didn't have to be told twice. She already had the head of my cock poking at the entrance to heaven. She gave a breathy sigh as I pushed. I knew I wouldn't last long. The touch of her hand almost had me exploding, but I did manage to hold off a little longer.



"Oh yes, yes," Kris was screaming. "Harder, harder," she yelled some more. I starting thrusting harder, faster, her body writhed under my assault.
Just as I felt my balls drawing up tight Kris shrieked in ecstasy and I knew she was coming again. My whole body stiffened and I pumped with one last hard thrust before groaning with the intensity of my own climax. I collapsed on the bed next to her; we lay there, both trying to catch our breath.
"You're not only a nice guy," said Kris being the first one able to talk, "but you're not a bad lay either."
"Kris," I said still breathing hard, "any man who isn't inspired by your beauty is dead, and I'm not dead."
She turned toward me and lightly touched my mouth with her finger. She smiled, gently rubbed her thumb over my lips and kissed me. I hadn't dated much since Tanya. The trauma of losing her left me scared of getting too close to another woman, afraid of having my heart ripped from my chest again, but as I gazed into Kris' eyes, I knew I was about to become involved, there was just no way around it.
After several minutes of cuddling, Kris got up and disappeared behind the bathroom door. I could hear water running and in another minute Kris came out with a warm wash cloth. I thought I was in heaven as she reverently bathed my genitals then patted them dry with a hand towel. No one had ever done that for me before but I knew next time it would be my turn.
She climbed on the bed, bent down, and took my semi-hard dick in her mouth. Her head bobbed up and down and had me at full mast inside of about thirty seconds. She held it upright with her hand and started to rapidly flick her tongue around the very tip then under the head. She knew all the sensitive areas and she knew what to do with them.
She stopped long enough to look into my eyes. "You ready for round two?" she asked.
I was still in euphoria from her able bodied tongue. I closed my eyes, "Oh yeah," was about all I could get out. Kris crawled up a little and swung her leg over me. She reached behind and steered my missile to its target. Kris laid her hands on my chest and started moving her body up and down. I took a hold of her waist and helped her on the way up each time. She closed her eyes and threw her head back as she picked up the pace. I could hear the bed springs keeping time with the tune of our love making.
"I...I'm going to cum," I cried. "I'm going to cum!"
"Come on, baby," she replied not far from euphoria again herself.
Suddenly my body convulsed in an upward movement. I sat up wrapping my arms around Kris' luscious body just as she too erupted unleashing wave after wave of erotic sensations.
We rested on the bed next to each other giggling at our own exhaustion.
"I know this is probably a silly question to ask a man," said Kris in a soft voice, "but did you enjoy it, because I sure did."
"I can't think of anything I could possibly enjoy more," I said turning my head and kissing her on the lips.
"What time do you have to get up in the morning?" she asked.
"Oh, I should be out of here by seven anyway," I said. "That'll give me time to get home, shower, and change my clothes."
"Okay, I'll set the alarm for six. That'll give us time for a quickie before you have to go," Kris said with a devilish, little smile.
We cuddled in each other's arms and drifted off to sleep. The next morning we not only screwed like rabbits again, but Kris asked if I could make it back that night. I did...that night, and the night after, and the night after that. In fact, Kris and I started spending all of our free time together. We became a couple, a couple who was falling in love.
Six months had flown by like a whirlwind. I knew what my feelings were for Kris. I felt so vulnerable; not since Tanya had I allowed my heart to open up like this. The problem was neither of us had actually spoken those, so important, three little words. Did they really need to be spoken or could they just be understood? I was terrified to say them first. What if she didn't say them back?
One of the nice perks of working for the newspaper was our revolving work schedule. Every third month we got a three day weekend. We would work Friday until about five, then have Saturday, Sunday, and Monday off, not having to be at work again until two o' clock Tuesday afternoon. My long week-end was coming up in another week and I had something planned.
I asked Kris if she had ever been to Door County Wisconsin. I knew she hadn't because George told me earlier it was somewhere she always wanted to go but never got the chance. When I asked her if she could clear her calendar and go for the weekend she jumped at it.
By the time we arrived in Ephraim, our destination, it was too late to do anything other than check in to our motel and get a good night's sleep. The next day; however, was filled with things to do. We found a quaint, little ma and pa restaurant that had the best eggs and sausage either of us had ever eaten. From there we toured antique shops, art galleries, and wineries.
We strolled the waterfront arm in arm and watched the waves of Lake Michigan thunder in and crash violently against the pre-historic rock formations along the shore line. Later that evening we dined at a fabulous, little restaurant in town that came highly recommended by everyone.
All night I tried to keep from showing my nervousness. I had to ask the question tonight, the answer to which, would certainly impact the following night, as well as the rest of my life.
By the time we got back to our room we both needed a shower. She stepped in first but I was right behind her. I reached around and lathered her magnificent breasts just as she reached around, took my cock with her soapy hand, and slowly started stroking my rigid member. I pushed it into the crack of her ass and moved up and down. Kris started to moan. She took a step back, braced her hands on the shower stall wall, and gave me full access to her love canal.
I wasted no time in slipping my stiff cock all the way in. Kris threw her head back as she met my every thrust with her own rhythm. I wrapped my arms around her body and held her tight as we both climaxed.
Kris was having such a good time; she was like a kid at heart. We dried each other off and ran right into bed. I laid down. My cock was already starting to stiffen again. Kris sucked it into her mouth without a second thought. She used every trick she knew and was driving me absolutely wild with desire. Soon I was on top of her again pounding away with wanton enthusiasm. We both came in a climatic euphoria that shook the beams in the ceiling.
We rested for a few minutes then started again, this time; however, I wanted to make love, slow passionate love. I cradled her head in my arm and kissed her softly. She moaned with delight as I caressed the erogenous zones behind her ears, down the nap of her neck, around her shoulders, and then moved to her breasts. She arched her back and whimpered as I gently pinched her nipples.
I worked my way down the tight muscles of her flat stomach and on to the recently shaved mound that lay in wait between her legs.
I brought her to one climax after another before lovingly slipping my cock into her eagerly summoning hole. I moved with a burning passion that comes only from the heart.
It was after two the morning by the time we were both spent. We lay with our bodies intertwined. It was now or never, I thought.
"Honey?"
"Uh huh," she answered as if in a haze.
"I have to ask, you've never said anything; do you love me?"
Kris looked over at me. She propped herself up on her right elbow and looked down into my face. "Yes darling I do love you. I love you very, very much."
That was all I needed to put the rest of my plan into action. I smiled up at her, raised my head and kissed her. "I love you too, honey, but then I'm guessing you already knew that."
Sunday morning we were up early. Everything was so beautiful neither of us wanted to waste a minute of the little time we had left. Today was going to be picture day. I grabbed my Nikon and we were off to capture another day of wondrous adventures on film. Together we explored ancient caves, climbed the highest peaks, and tried to interpret three hundred year old Native American art.
At the end of a full day we returned to our motel room to shower and change into clothes suitable for a pleasant evening of dining and dancing.
By the end of the evening I was afraid Kris might be too tired for me to carry out the rest of my plan, but when I asked her if she'd like to go down by the water and gaze at the full moon for a while, she was all for it.
We changed into some warm, comfy clothes and walked to a little bench outside of our room. As we sat and cuddled, the gentle rolling waves of Lake Michigan lapped at the sand just inches from our feet. Kris turned her head toward me, and with a soft kiss said, "This is really nice, honey, thank you for this weekend."
I smiled; she didn't know it but she was playing right into my little trap.
"You're very welcome, honey," I said kissing her back. "You know, I was watching TV the other night and a commercial came on for De Vry's Jewelers. I saw your gorgeous, feminine hand with long slender fingers adorned with a beautiful ring, and I was so proud to be able say to myself, I know the woman on the other end of that hand."
Kris was smiling as I took her left hand. Then, before she knew what was happening, I slipped a diamond ring onto her ring finger.
"Those commercials are missing one thing though," I said getting down on one knee. "Kris, I didn't think it was possible for me to ever feel this way again, but being with you has become the most important thing in my life and I don't ever want it to end...will you marry me?"
For a moment she just stared at the ring, like she was in shock. The silence was deafening. My stomach started doing flip-flops. I could feel the knee of my Levis getting wet from the moist sand and I thought maybe I had blown it.
Finally, with tears streaking down her cheek, Kris looked up from the ring on her finger and into my worried eyes. "YES," she yelled grabbing me around the neck, "Oh my love, yes, yes, yes."
She jumped from the bench as I was standing up and threw herself into my arms. I hadn't fully gotten to my feet yet and lost by balance falling backwards into the cold water with Kris falling on top of me.
"Are you okay?" Kris asked with a little giggle.
I smiled, wrapped my wet arms around her, and pulled us closer for a kiss. We embraced as the Lake Michigan waves broke over our bodies.
On March first of the following year we exchanged vows in a quaint, little Illinois village church just north of the city. Our wedding was straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting with family and friends paying tribute to the two happiest people on earth.
After honeymooning in the Virgin Islands, we settled in and started making a life for ourselves. Because Kris' apartment was so much bigger than my pad in the city, I moved in with her and became a suburbanite. Adjusting to married life was no problem at all. Her friends became mine, my friends became hers. Life was good and getting even better.
Every year the Illinois Press Photographers Association has its awards show and banquet. Press photographers from all over the state compete by submitting their finest work to be judged.
I had been competing for years but never won much; this was my year, however. Maybe my work was better because I was in love. I don't know, but I won first place in three categories, second place in another, and third in still another. I missed, 'Photographer of the year,' by only two points. Even so, later that year, winning so many awards was enough to get me a sizable raise from the newspaper. I was going to take Kris out to dinner to celebrate, but she had other ideas.
That night she met me at the door with her usual welcome home greeting. Kris put her lovely arms around my neck and kissed me, long and hard. "Ummmm," she said, "you kiss pretty good for an old married man."
"I'll show you how old this married man is," I fired back. "I plan to celebrate my raise by driving you into orgasmic bliss tonight."
She laughed; little did I know she had the same thing in mind, only with a twist.
"Sounds good to me," she said with a big grin. "But before that, I made a little something special for dinner."
"Oh honey, I thought I'd take you out tonight; someplace nice and romantic before ravishing your body."
"No need honey, I have everything right here," she said looking into my eyes.
It was then that I noticed the glow from the candles. I looked around at the romantic atmosphere; she had put a lot of work into making this a special evening. I wondered to myself, what did I ever do to deserve such a fantastic wife?
"Are you sure dinner can't wait?" I asked with an evil grin.
Kris playfully punched my arm. "Are you kidding, after I've been slaving over a hot stove all day, absolutely not. Go make yourself a drink and relax. Dinner will be ready in ten minutes."
"I will admit," I said, "something smells awful good."
It was good too. Trout Almoundine, just the way I liked it. After a romantic, candle lit dinner, Kris brought out some after-dinner wine and we retired to the couch for a little R & R. "So," started Kris, "you want to get frisky tonight, huh?"
"Honey, I can't think of a better way to celebrate anything than to make love to my gorgeous wife. Honestly, I was going to take you out to dinner first, but that trout was as good as anything we could get at a restaurant. Thank you so much for that wonderful dinner. Now...you want to fuck?"
"You do know how to woo a girl don't you," Kris said with a smile. "Yes, I want to fuck, but there is something I want to ask you first."
I looked into her eyes. It was getting so I could just about read her thoughts from those beautifully expressive green eyes, this looked serious. "Of course honey, is something wrong?"
"No honey, not at all. I want to make love to you, but first I want to know if you want me to take my pill? I haven't taken one today and I would like to stop them all together."
I must have looked confused.
"Honey, I want to have your baby. I want to get pregnant. What do you think?"
There was no way to misconstrue my reaction. My eyes immediately teared up with joy. I almost spilled her wine as I took her in my arms and smothered her with kisses. "God how I love you," I told her. "No one has ever loved anyone more than I love you."
She kissed me back with just as much passion as I had kissed her. "I love you too my darling. Shall we get horizontal and start making a baby?"
I picked her up in my arms, something I hadn't done since our honeymoon, and carried her into the bedroom. I laid her down gently, reached behind her neck and undid the string that held up the small cocktail dress that so amply emphasized every delicious curve of her body. As I slowly and sensually slipped the dress off I found my suspicions of the night confirmed, she was wearing nothing under it. Her magnificent breasts and perfectly smooth mound slowly came into view.
She looked up with excited anticipation as I removed my own clothes and slid into bed beside her. We turned toward each other and kissed.
To me, making love was always so special. It was the ultimate expression of my devotion. It was an intimacy shared only between two life partners; to me it embodied my vows to love, honor, and cherish her for the rest of my life. That night I could feel my heart bursting with pride as well. I already felt like a father as I planted my seed in hopes it would grow.
As it turned out, it would be almost three months before Kris went to the doctors.
Before the age of cell phones the best way to contact someone on the road, like a newspaper photographer, was with a beeper. When mine went off and I looked down and saw our doctor's number I immediately pulled over and called using a pay phone. The office girl answered, then I heard her call my wife's name and tell her, her husband was on the phone.
"Honey," Kris said all excited, "you're going to be a father!"
My heart almost jumped from my chest. I couldn't even talk. I just stood there with the phone up to me ear.
"Honey; are you there? Did you hear me? You're going to be a daddy!"
"Ye...Yeah honey, I heard you, I...I just can't talk, I'm too, ah, I...I can't believe it. I'm really going to be a dad. You're a mom, we're going to be a family, honey. Oh my God!" By now I had tears in my eyes. "Honey, I love you so much." I was completely choked up and starting to sniffle. Kris could hear it through the phone.
"I love you too honey," she said. "You're going to be as great a dad as you are a husband."
"Honey, listen, I have two more assignments and then I'm done for the day. I'm going to see if they'll let me go a little early. How about a nice romantic dinner out tonight? I still owe you one. You pick the place, anywhere you want to go, honey, anywhere."
"My darling you read my mind," she said; "how about that little Italian place on Sheridan road overlooking the lake?"
"I'll make the reservations as soon as I get back to office," I said. We said our happy goodbyes and I immediately stopped off for some cigars.
Later that night, we ate Italian cuisine with our forks in our right hand while we held hands across the candle lit table with our lefts. A little later we enjoyed an after dinner wine and watched as a big yellow moon seamed to rise from edge of Lake Michigan. Our waiter asked if we were newlyweds. I said no but I couldn't help burst with pride as I told him we just got word we were going to be parents for the first time. He congratulated us then surprised us a few minutes later with flaming Cherries Jubilee on the house.
Nine months later, after nervously walking the waiting room floor for more than four hours, a nurse came in and announced the birth of my daughter. She led me into the recovery room to see Kris and the newest member of our happy family.
Kris' hair was matted against her head from the sweat. I could see she was absolutely exhausted. She had on no makeup and was dressed only in a hospital gown, but she never looked lovelier. She lay with our child in her arms and the biggest smile I ever saw across her face.
"Hi honey," she managed to say. "We did good."
"Yes honey, we did good. She's beautiful, just like her mother."
"Would you like to hold your daughter?" asked the nurse with a kind smile.
"May I?" I asked.
The nurse reached down and picked up little Brea and gently laid her in my arms. My chest swelled, my eyes clouded with tears of happiness. I had never felt anything like the joy I was feeling at that moment. I guess it was catching because as I looked, both the nurse and my lovely wife had the same tears of joy.
Our apartment was plenty big enough for the three of us so there were no pressing plans for buying a house until a year and a half later, when Brea's sister was born. We were a family of four and I was truly a blessed man. Space; however, was getting cramped.
It was a couple of months after Catherine, our second child, was born when we started looking for a home. As soon as we started our search we realized it wasn't going to be easy finding one big enough to support our growing family, while at the same time, was in our price range.
I was coming in from a day of assignments wondering if we were ever going to find a place we could afford when I walked into the photography office and smack dab into a blinding flash of light. I stopped in my tracks and blinked my eyes not knowing what had just happened. I heard a voice say, "Now you know how people on the other side of the camera feel." The spots in front of my eyes cleared to see a gang of the people I worked with.



"Surprise," I heard someone say from the group. I looked around hoping to find someone who would tell me what the hell was happening.
"Personnel clued us in my friend," said Terry a companion photographer. "Today marks your tenth anniversary here."
"Happy anniversary;" everyone yelled as Jenny, the office girl, approached with a cake supporting ten candles.
It looked like we were going to have a party so I thought I'd better call Kris and let her know I'd be home late. When I talked to her she asked how late I would be. When I told her about an hour she said okay but try not to make it much later because George was at the house and wanted to talk to me about something.
I did enjoy myself at the party and walked into the house in a good mood. Company or no company, Kris greeted me in her usual, passionate way.
"I held off dinner until you got home honey. George is going to eat with us if that's okay. Oh, and one more thing," she said squeezing me a little tighter around the neck and giving me a second long, passionate kiss. "Happy anniversary honey, I wished I'd known."
"Hell honey," I said, "I didn't know myself until the party."
I walked into the living room. "Hi George, how the hell are ya?"
"Fine as frog's hair," he responded. "Hey, I understand congratulations are in order. Has it really been ten years? Damn; time flies when you're having fun, huh old buddy?"
Just then Kris called us to dinner. As usual, she fed Catherine and I fed Brea. George fed himself. After dinner Kris took the girls to get their bath and get them ready for bed. George wanted to talk to me about something so I got us a couple drinks and sat down on the couch.
"Brent, do you know Don Del Notto? He has a little commercial photography studio just off of Ohio Street."
"Ah, I know I've driven by the studio but I don't know him personally, no; Why?"
"Because he's selling his studio and I think you should buy it."
"What;" I couldn't believe George thought I should buy a studio. I was a press photographer.
"Listen to me a minute, Brent. We farm out some of our small product photography to this place. Hell, I'll bet we give him almost a hundred grand a year for shooting the stuff we don't have time for."
I didn't know the first thing about running a studio but the hundred grand a year caught my attention.
George continued, "Del Notto has a brother in Vegas who is very sick. Don wants to sell the studio and go out there to take care of him. I was talking to him the other day and you could buy that place for a song. Don just wants to get out and he's willing to sell the whole business for the value of the equipment."
"George, I doubt that I could afford it. How much is the equipment worth?"
"Forty thousand dollars," he replied.
"George, we're trying to buy a house right now. There is no way I could come up with that kind of money."
"Brent the house could wait another year. I'm telling you, if you let this slip through your fingers you'll regret it for the rest of your life."
Just then Kris came out from putting the girls to bed. She had a small grin on her face. "So what do you think, honey?" she asked.
"Think, about what?"
"Ah, well," George stammered, "maybe I shouldn't have, but I just couldn't help telling Kris about the studio. Brent I'm telling you, you just can't let this go."
"And what do you think?" I asked looking at Kris.
"I think it's your decision to make honey, but I heard something about the house as I was walking out of the bedroom. If you're worried about buying the house, don't be. This apartment has been just fine for us so far and it will continue to be fine. You have to do what you feel is right. You have to listen to your heart, your head, and your gut; know this though, whatever decision you make, I will back you one hundred percent. I believe in you my love. I believe you can do anything you set your mind to doing, so whatever you decide, you will have the love and support of this family behind you all the way."
Wow, I thought as I sat there almost in shock from Kris' speech, would this really be possible. I had to admit, after ten years of constantly driving around the city at all hours of the day and night; sometimes having to go into dangerous areas in the wee hours of the morning to shoot a fire or some police action, it would be nice to work regular hours and from one location for a change.
I looked at George who was staring at me with a big grin. I looked back at Kris who, by now had sat down next me and put her arm around my shoulder. I thought how quickly life can change. I was twenty-eight years old. Press photography was the only work I'd ever known and now I was seriously considering jumping into another career. It was scary, but with George's help and the staunch support of my wife, I didn't see how I could fail.
"George," I said looking back in his direction, "I'm not jumping into anything yet but I would like to talk to this guy. I'd have to make sure whatever lease agreement he has would stand and for how long. I'd also have to make sure he's not going to leave me with a bunch of debt. All outstanding bills would have to be paid before I would accept the keys."
"Brent my friend," George said while laying his hand on my knee and giving himself a slight boost as he stood up, "I will get a meeting set up with you and Don. He's really a nice guy. I've worked with him for years. I don't think you will have any problems coming to an agreement and you'll find him as honest as the day is long. I'll call you Monday or Tuesday. I'm sure you can meet right at the studio and look around while you're there."
Kris and I said our goodbyes to George then relaxed on the couch holding each other in our arms. Kris knew I had a million different thoughts whirling around in my head. "You know what you need," she said.
"I know what I'd like to do," I replied with a grin. I didn't have to say another word. Kris knew exactly what I meant. I wanted to ravish her body.
"First," she said, "you need a nice warm bath...along with your own private concubine, that's me of course, to bathe you. After the bath you're going to stretch out on the bed and I'm going to give you a massage. I'm going to work on every one of those tight, worried muscles of yours until they're loose and relaxed. Then I will be the one doing the ravishing tonight. I am going to suck your cock until it's so hard it hurts. Then I'm going to ride you until all the worries and negative thoughts are a thing of the past. I am going to drain every drop of precious cum and every ounce of strength from your body and when it's all over, the only thing on your mind will be pure, unadulterated euphoric bliss. How does that sound?"
"Talk, talk, talk," I said with a big smile. "When do we begin?"
"Right now," she said standing up and pulling me toward the bedroom by my hand.
Kris did everything she said she would and more. Sometime around two in the morning, she finally cuddled up into my arms with a very satisfied look. A few minutes later we both drifted off to a peaceful sleep.
If Kris' night of sexual bliss was designed to put me into an adventurous mood, it worked. By the time George set up the meeting between Don and me, I had pretty well decided to go for it. As long as there were no surprises and everything looked good, and as long as I could get a business loan, Del Notto's photo studio would have a new sign out front.
And so; 'Brent's Commercial Photography,' was born.
Not once since turning the key in the new lock to the front door, was I ever sorry. For the first few weeks George would send me work during the day, then stop over after hours and show me how to light and shoot it. It wasn't long though, before I was shooting without George's help. I studied hard and even surprised George with more creative lighting techniques I had learned on my own.
One by one I sent the older cameras into the factory to have them updated and reconditioned. In the first year I made a little over a hundred and twenty-five thousand in total receipts. By the end of my second year I was up to two hundred grand and at the end of my third year I was doing over a quarter of Million.
It got so I couldn't handle everything alone anymore so I first hired an office girl to schedule appointments, keep the books, and just help out in general.
By now my landlord was feeling sorry that he hadn't raised the rent when I first took over. Del Notto wasn't doing all that well so he kept the rent low to help him out. Now; however, he realized he left a lot of money on the table. The space was easily worth another three to four hundred a month but I reminded him I still had another two years to go before the end of my lease.
Then I saw an opportunity for both of us and said I would make him a deal. There were three rooms in the back of my studio that he was just using as storage. I told him, if he would clean them out I would rent them for an extra four hundred a month. He was more than eager to take my offer. He got his rent increase and I got the room to expand my business.
Next I had to hire another photographer. He was a young kid straight out of college after receiving his master's degree in photography. He still had a lot to learn but he was a quick study. I had no doubt that he would learn everything I could teach him, then someday go out on his own and take some of my clients with him; it seemed to be the nature of the business.
Over the next few years, things seemed to calm down. The business pretty well hit a plateau but we were in a very comfortable position financially and I had no intentions of expanding anymore, at least not just yet.
My personal life was also cooling off a little. About a year after buying the studio we found our dream house, a four bedroom, three bath Victorian on a three quarter acre lot. The moment Kris and I saw it we knew it was where we would raise our family.
I spent an average of ten hours a day in the studio while Kris was doing a fantastic job of raising our children. Both Brea and Catherine were now in school and I guess the empty house syndrome was taking its toll on Kris. We had always made love at a fever pitch, but lately it had gone from a hundred and three degrees to about ninety-eight point seven. I supposed, after nine years of marriage and two kids, one should expect something like that.
In five months it would be our tenth anniversary and I had a plan that would, hopefully, bring our love making right back up to that high fever. Every year we tried to take a little vacation but always with the kids of course. We always had a great time but I was really looking for a nice, romantic get-away with just the two of us.
Yes, I could see the Virgin Islands in our future. When we were there for our honeymoon we rented a little cottage behind the hotel that owned the property. It had a living room, a bedroom, a little kitchenette and it was only steps from the beautiful turquoise waters of the Caribbean.
Of course that was almost ten years ago. The hotel had changed hands twice since then and I didn't even know if the little hut was still standing. It took me a couple hours and several long distance phone calls before learning the new name of the hotel and the fact that the little hut was indeed still there, and was still being rented out. I immediately reserved it for the week of March first the following year. Now all I had to do was figure out what to do with the kids for that week.
I wasn't about to leave them with my folks. In his old age my dad had lost what little patience he ever had. He would be yelling at them from the time they got there till the time they left. No, my folks were out of the question.
That left Kris' mom and stepfather, but they lived in Colorado. I wondered how they would feel about staying in Chicago for a week. I called and first made them promise not to mention anything to Kris before asking if they would be interested in babysitting. Since they lived so far away they didn't get a chance to see their grandkids that often and jumped at the chance. My plan was coming together.
I really wanted to surprise Kris at the last minute with our second honeymoon so I was on pins and needles for the next several months worrying about her parents making a slip, especially around Christmas. They flew out and spent three days with us, but thank God, never said a word to spoil my plans.
I was hoping the holidays would brighten Kris' spirits some but as soon as they were over she went right back into her slump. Our sex life was suffering even more than before and I was literally counting the days till March.
On February twenty-seventh operation 'little grass hut,' was launched. I had arranged for a limo to pick Kris' parents up at O'Hare and bring them straight to our house. A little after seven in the evening our doorbell rang. The look on Kris' face was absolutely priceless as she looked at her mother and step-dad standing on our porch with suitcases in hand.
"Hi honey," said Greg, the man she had known as her father since childhood. "We were just in the neighborhood and thought we'd drop in for a visit."
Kris screamed with delight and hugged them both. "Ah honey," I spoke up. "Shouldn't we invite them in?"
"Yes, yes of course," she responded. "I'm just so surprised to see you guys. Come in, please. Gad," said Kris still getting and giving hugs, "it's so good to see you."
The kids, who were upstairs in their rooms, heard the commotion and came down to see what was going on. When they saw grandma and grandpa they welcomed them with excitement. It took several minutes for things to calm down. I could see Kris was just full of questions but we still hadn't quite gotten over the greeting stage yet.
Once the initial shock was over I brought refreshments out for everyone. "How did you get here from the airport?" asked Kris. I could tell she had a ton of questions.
"Brent sent a limo for us," said Audrey, Kris' mother.
"Brent did?" Kris looked at me with a question mark in her eyes. "You knew they were coming and you didn't tell me?"
"Honey, if I had said something it would have ruined the surprise," I said.
Kris smiled at her folks. "Oh, of course, you're here for our anniversary." Kris got up from the couch, put her arms around my neck, and planted a big sloppy kiss on my lips. I heard the kids groan.
"Well yes honey." I said after getting my lips back. I looked into her eyes and smiled. "They'll be here for our anniversary but we won't be."
For a second I thought I saw terror in her eyes but I knew it must have been more questions. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the airline tickets.
"Happy anniversary," I said handing them to her.
She looked at them and gasped putting her hand to her mouth. "Honey; oh my God, we're going back to the Virgin Islands? Really?" she had tears in her eyes when she looked back up at me.
"Yes darling," I said almost tearing up myself. "Your folks are going to baby sit for us while you and I are lounging on the beach in St. Thomas right in front of the same little hut we had for our honeymoon."
At that point I think Kris forgot about her parents and the kids. She jumped on me, put her arms around my neck and hung on while wrapping her legs around my waist. Then she smothered me with a deluge of kisses. That was exactly what I was hoping for, I had my Kris back!
St. Thomas was even better this time than it was ten years ago; for one thing we had more money to spend. Even though the hotel had a new owner it hadn't changed much. We ate our dinners at the same outdoor restaurant and fed the iguanas from table scraps. During the day we shopped the many specialty stores scattered all over town. We went hiking in the mountains, swimming in the ocean, and took pictures of all the historical sights.
One that Kris loved in particular was a beautiful old tree, ancient enough to witness Sir Francis Drake himself as he stood on the high bluff overlooking the bay, just waiting for an unsuspecting galleon loaded with pieces of eight.
The evenings we spent at the outdoor bar we enjoyed last time; located right on the beach, it allowed us to drink our Pina Coladas as the warm tropical waters kissed our toes at high tide.
Of course we did all this in between our love making sessions. I think we probably screwed more than on our honeymoon. Kris was insatiable and I was so happy to have my wife back that I was up for just about anything.
We never even got to sleep on our last night. After a Mai Tai or two, we were back inside our hut. Before removing my own clothes, I slowly and sensuously undressed Kris, meticulously undoing one button, one zipper, one clasp at a time.
After getting horizontal, as my wife would say, we lay facing one another and gazed into each other's eyes. For a brief moment I thought I saw an unfamiliar look, almost guilt, but I knew I was wrong. What would Kris have to feel guilty about?
She closed her eyes as I rained kisses down in all those little areas that drove her wild. I knew I wouldn't be able to talk the next day but I didn't care as I brought Kris from one orgasmic episode to another using my highly honed oral skills.
Several times during the night the skin around my cock was stretched so tightly it was painful, only for a little while though, Kris saw to that.
We were like kids again. We just couldn't get enough of each other. We cared not of the hour, but of our passion for one another. Finally spent we lay cuddled in each other's arms and kissed goodnight. A few minutes later we both started to laugh as streaks of sunlight broke through the bedroom window. It was time get up.
Kris squeezed my hand as she watch the island getting smaller from her window seat. A lonely tear fell to her cheek.
"We'll be back," I told her trying to cheer her up. "And it won't take us another ten years, either."
I guess it's true about traveling. No matter how great the trip, it's always good to be home. Such was the case when we pulled into our drive. The kids were the first to realize our presence and came running out to the car with hugs and kisses for both of us. The grandparents waited just inside the door with big smiles. Just judging by everyone's mood, I guessed everyone had a good week.
Once inside we did a replay of all the welcome home hugs and kisses; of course we had presents for everyone. Both Catherine and Brea were ecstatic with their seashell jewelry. Kris adorned her mother's neck with a beautiful, precious stone necklace, and I gave Greg an expensive gold watch. I won't even tell you how much I spent on Kris down there; after all, it was our anniversary.
The next day we took Kris' parents to the airport and sent them back home with our profound thanks. After that things pretty much returned back to normal, everything except our love making that is, it continued to be as passionate as it had ever been on the island.
For the last five years the neighborhood Fourth of July party was our responsibility. We had a great grill and a good sized back yard so we didn't mind a bit. Kris really got into sending out the invitations, always coming up with some clever gimmick.
I remember the day in late April when I came home a little early. Kris was busy cooking with her back to the door and didn't even hear me come in. Her laptop was open on the kitchen table with the list of the people she was going to invite to the party. Silently I was browsing the names.
"You forgot Rita and Jerry," I said. Poor Kris jumped a foot in the air. "I'm sorry honey," I said with a slight chuckle. "I didn't mean to scare you."
Kris was gasping for breath with her hand on her chest. "You scared me half to death, Brent. Don't ever sneak up on me like that."



"I'm sorry honey," I said, "really."
Kris walked over, now grinning after the initial shock, and gave me my usual welcome home hug and kiss. On the way back to the stove she casually lowered the screen of her laptop.
"You forgot Jerry and Rita Anderson," I said. "You can't forget Jerry, he's always the life of the party."
I seemed to detect a hint of nervousness in Kris' voice. "They can't make it this year," she said. "They're going out of town that weekend."
I was legitimately sorry to hear that. Jerry was Kris' friend before I met him, but he was also a longtime friend of mine and was always the comedian.
"Oh that's too bad," I replied, "Jerry's always good for a dozen laughs. Remember the Christmas party a couple years ago? He walked around all night with mistletoe hanging from his belt buckle."
I didn't think anything more about it until the following month. I was on the golf course with the three guys I usually play with. We had all known each other for years.
"Hey did you hear about Rita and Jerry Anderson?" asked Gary. "They up and moved to Phoenix or someplace out there."
"What?" I asked. I knew he had to be mistaken. Jerry worked at the airport, had for over twenty years. He loved his job, there was no way he would move. "No, come on, Jerry would never quit his job and just move. You must have heard wrong. Hell Kris has known Jerry for fifteen years, there's no way he'd leave without saying goodbye to her."
"I'm telling you," said Gary adamantly, "they're gone. I heard they were having problems. I think Jerry was seeing someone else but I'm not sure about that."
"Okay," I said. "Now I know you must be wrong, Jerry fucking around on Rita; no way!"
"All I know Brent is that they're gone. I heard Jerry took early retirement, the house is already sold...the whole ball of wax."
I still couldn't believe it. Then I thought of Kris telling me they would be out of town for our party. "When did they move?" I asked
"About mid-March," said Gary. Mid-March, it was almost the end of April when Kris and I were discussing the guest list for our Bar-B-Que. She must have known that they had moved by that time. I wondered why she didn't just tell me instead of saying they would be out of town for our party.
Something didn't feel right; was Kris hiding something from me? As far as I knew Kris had never lied to me or had she ever given me cause to doubt or suspect her of anything. I'm probably making too much of this, I thought as I stepped up to the third tee and let fly with one right down the middle.
I hadn't thought anymore about it until the day of the party. Between friends, relatives, neighbors, and all the kids, we must have had sixty people all milling around the house and back yard. As usual, I got stuck with grill duty while Kris floated around being the perfect hostess.
I was quickly running out of hamburger buns and had to run into the house to get some more. I opened the kitchen cabinet door and was looking for more buns when I heard my wife from the other side of the wall talking with Jan, one of her best friends.
"So, what did Rita say to you?" I heard Jan ask.
"Shhhh," my wife shushed her friend then lowered her own voice so I could barely make out what she was saying. "She told me she would scratch my eyes out if she ever saw me again."
What; did I just hear her correctly, I wondered? Rita and Kris were friends; why would Rita want to scratch her eyes out? This didn't make sense. I was no detective but it didn't take Sherlock Holmes to figure out something wasn't right. I quietly took the buns and left. I had to think. As Holmes would say, 'The game's a-foot.' I had to figure this out.
It didn't take me long; by the time I got back to the grill I could only come up with one explanation, and I didn't like it. First, Kris evidently lied when she said they would be out of town. She had to know by that time that they had actually moved. Then Gary heard Jerry was fucking around on Rita and now Kris says Rita wants to scratch her eyes out. It was elementary my dear Watson...Kris and Jerry had an affair!
Suddenly my stomach was tied in knots. I almost threw up on the burgers. I called out for anyone, the closest human to the grill, to please watch it while I went in the house for a little while. I walked right past Kris and Jan who were still talking in the dining room.
I must have looked sick when I passed because Kris asked if I was okay. I just mumbled and headed straight for the bathroom. Kris came to the door and heard me vomiting. "Brent, are you sick? Are you okay? What's the matter, honey?"
"I'll be okay," I yelled through the door. "I just got a sudden upset stomach. I'll be alright in a few minutes."
I could hear her concern but told her to go out and take care of our guests. I assured her I would be fine in a few minutes.
Between throwing-up and quietly crying, I had no idea how long I had been in there. Finally I washed my face and tried to look presentable again. When I came out Kris was waiting outside the door. Just as she approached Jan was coming over as well. "Is he okay?" Jan asked.
"I don't know," Kris replied looking into my face. With true concern she asked me, "Honey are you alright, is it your stomach?"
I guess I was a little short with her. "I said I'll be fine, go out and take care of our guests," I said with an edge to my voice.
Kris and Jan looked at each other. You could just hear the wheels turning wondering if I knew something.
"Okay honey," Kris said anxiously. She and Jan went back out to the party through the kitchen. I just wasn't able to face people yet so I went up to our bedroom to think. I sat on the edge of the bed and buried my face in my hands.
I had to be wrong, I thought. Like I said, I'm not Sherlock Holmes. I'm sure I'm jumping to the wrong conclusion. There is just no way at all that Kris would cheat on me, and certainly not with Jerry. He was funny; almost clown like, but sure as hell no Don Juan. No, this had to be all a big mistake. Tonight, after everyone is gone and the kids are asleep I'll talk to Kris. I'm sure she'll be able to straighten all this out.
After convincing myself I had to be wrong, I actually felt a little better and returned to the party. As soon as Kris saw me she walked over and put her arm around me. "Are you sure you're okay, honey," she asked again while reaching up and kissing my cheek.
"I'll be fine," I told her again, this time in a more pleasant tone of voice.
The party lasted well into the night with the last of the hard-core revelers making their exodus around ten-thirty. After a very full day, Catherine and Brea were both asleep as fast as their heads hit the pillow. I suggested we also get a good night's sleep since we had a lot of cleaning up to do the next day.
I knew it wasn't my imagination, Kris was nervous. I could see it as I followed her into our bedroom. She knew something was bothering me, even if she wasn't sure what it was. I stood behind her and watched as she sat at her dressing table taking her ear rings off.
"Why would Rita Anderson want to scratch your eyes out?" I asked bluntly.
I saw her freeze. She looked at my image in the mirror. She seemed to be at a loss for words. Then I saw tears welling up in her eyes and I knew then it was true.
"There is only one reason I can think of why one woman would want to scratch out the eyes of another," I said in an accusatory tone. "A couple months ago you told me they couldn't make it to our party because they had another engagement. Then I learned that they moved. Gary tells me Jerry was screwing around with another woman and today I heard you tell Jan that Rita wanted to scratch your eyes out. Please Kris-please tell me the other woman wasn't you."
Kris burst out in tears. All of a sudden I couldn't feel my legs anymore. I half fell and half sat down on the edge of the bed. I just stared at my hysterical wife. This can't be happening, I thought. My whole world just came crashing down on me.
I guess I was the first to recover. "I'm not sleeping with you tonight," I said angrily while taking a spare pillow from the closet. "I'll sleep on the couch. I don't know how this is going to play out, Kris. I really don't think I can handle this. I've never been hurt so bad by anyone in my entire life and especially not by someone who claims to love me."
"I do love you," Kris managed to say between sobs.
"Yeah, right," I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. "Don't bother coming down stairs, I don't want to see you tonight." With that I vehemently marched out of the room and down stairs.
Try as I did, after tossing and turning half the night there was just no way I was going to get any sleep. I finally went for a walk. I don't know how long I was gone, a couple hours probably, but when I got back Kris was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee.
"I was watching from the bedroom window when you left," she said. "I thought I'd make some coffee for when you came back."
I looked down at the floor and just shook my head. "I don't believe it. You hear about this kind of thing happening to others but not you...not us."
"Honey it d..."
"Don't tell me it didn't mean anything, don't you dare say that. It means everything. It means our marriage is destroyed. It means our happy home is gone. It means the woman who promised to love, honor, and cherish me thought those vows meant nothing. Don't you dare say it didn't mean anything."
Kris put her head in her hands and started to cry all over again. I just couldn't take it. Under normal circumstances my heart would be broken watching Kris cry like that, but at least for right now, it had turned to stone.
I went back up stairs and quickly packed a bag. I didn't even look in her direction as I hit the bottom stair and headed for the door. "I'm going to stay at the studio for a while. I have no idea for how long. You can clean this fuck'n place up by yourself tomorrow. I don't give a flying fuck!"
I didn't hear from anyone for three days, then the business phone in the studio rang. It doesn't have caller ID.
"Brent's Commercial Photography," I announced as I picked it up. There was a short pause.
"Brent, it's Greg," it was Kris' step-dad and it sounded as if he'd been crying.
"Hello Greg," I greeted sadly.
"Son, I...I'm so sorry. I just don't know what to say except that I'm so very sorry." He was starting to break down again.
"Kris told you then?"
"She told us the whole story son. She said she had an affair and you found out. Thi...this hurts us too son, I...I just can't get over it."
I could hear Kris' mother crying in the background. I wondered if Kris had any idea how much pain she caused the people that loved her most.
Just then I heard a familiar voice that sounded like it came from in the room. "Greg where are you?" I asked.
"We're at the house son. We just couldn't leave Kris alone at a time like this. Ah, don't get the wrong idea, Brent, we're not condoning Kris' behavior in any way, but she is our daughter and I thought it would be better for the kids as well."
"How are they doing Greg?"
"Well, I won't lie to you, they're taking it pretty hard. Kris took all the responsibility and told the kids this was all her fault, but...well, they still keep asking when daddy is coming home."
Hearing about my kids was ripping out my heart.
"Brent," continued Greg. "Kris wants to know if you would consider marriage counseling? I...ah, I'm begging you myself, son. Please, at least give it a chance. I can only imagine how much you must be hurting, but if there's a chance in hell of repairing your marriage, I pray you'll take it.
"Why didn't Kris ask?"
"She didn't think you would talk to her," replied Greg.
"Tell her to set it up and call me herself with the where and when and I'll be there."
"Oh God, Brent, thank you. You don't know what this means to all of us. Thank you so much son. I'll let her know and have her call you with the details."
"Okay Greg. I've got to go now, I have work to do."
We said our goodbyes and ended the call. After several days of trying to sort things through I was no closer than the night I walked out. I did not want to end our marriage but I just couldn't see how I could not. I prayed a marriage counselor could show me the way.
Less than two hours Greg called, Kris called back with a schedule. Her voice was so weak I almost didn't recognize it. The first session was the following Monday at seven in the evening, four more days away.
When I walked into the counselor's office Kris was already there. I never saw her look so bad. Her normally luxurious hair was sticking out at the ends. Her eyes were red and had dark circles under them. She was holding a hanky and her hands were shaking. I should feel sorry for her I thought, but I didn't.
I sat down two chairs over from where she was sitting. Our counselor introduced herself. She was a nice looking elderly lady by the name of Betty. She wanted us to use first names, she said, to help keep everything friendly. She wanted Kris to explain how the affair got started and to explain what significance it had in her life.
Kris said it started innocently. When he was working nights, Jerry would come over for coffee during the day and they would joke around and flirt with each other. One day he slapped her butt. She turned around, but instead of slapping his face and telling him to get out, like she should have done, she playfully grabbed his balls.
Kris told the counselor Jerry was always so silly it didn't even feel like she was cheating. It was more like two kids playing house. There were never any emotional ties between them; one never mentioned love or having any feelings for the other. Jerry acted the part of a clown. He would stand up on the bed after fucking her, beat his chest and do a Tarzan yell.
I listened to as much as I could. This was a bad idea, I thought. Hearing Kris talking about fucking another man was just making me more infuriated. About a half hour into the session I stood up.
"Stop," I yelled, "stop, please stop! I can't listen to any more of this." I looked directly at Kris when I spoke. "It's not going to work. As much as I love you there is just no way for us to get back together. Every time I looked at you, held you, kissed you, I'd think of that bastard Jerry. Darling you couldn't have hurt me more if you had slowly stabbed me in the heart and twisted the knife."
Kris looked into my face. Her voice trembled. "I'm so sorry Brent. God I'm so very, very sorry."
"I know you are Kris, and I know you love me. It's not even a matter of trust. I doubt very much you'd ever do this again. It's the hurt. I will never get past the hurt."
"Honey," her voice was hoarse from the stress. "My dad said he could get Jerry to apologize to you. Would that help honey? Dad said he would work at contacting him for me and get him to call you."
"Jerry!" I could feel my face getting even more red. "If you ever talk to that mother fuck'n son-of-bitch again, you tell him for me he better never cross my path because if he does, they'll take him away in a stretcher."
I could see the shock on Kris' face. She'd never heard me talk about anyone like that before, never even heard me use that kind of language before.
I continued, "I have never hated a man in my life until now. He robbed me of my marriage, my happiness, my life, and my very soul. If I thought for two minutes I could get away with it, I'd put a bullet right between his fucking eyes and never give it another thought."
By the look in Kris' face, I think she realized the consequences of her, non-emotional affair. I was a different man. I turned and walked out. As I started down the hall I heard the therapist say, "I'm sorry Kris, there's nothing I can do, he's too deeply hurt."
***
My body convulsed as another bolt of excruciating torture shot through my chest. I was losing ground and I knew it. My only hope was to get my phone in the house. I could feel the cold breezes getting stronger as daylight was slipping away. My left side was numb. I used all the strength I could conjure up to twist my body onto my stomach. I looked forward, the ten feet between me and the steps to the back porch looked like a mile. I reached out using my fingers as a claw, digging into the frozen ground, and trying to pull myself toward the house.
I could feel myself drifting in and out of consciousness. "Ooh, look how beautiful." I heard Sandy, my wife. I could hear her voice. "God has his paintbrush out again, and I have the pleasure of watching with the man I love."
Chapter three; "Sandy"
Blocking out the pain, my mind drifter back to that early spring morning so many years ago. The sun hadn't been up for very long but already the birds sang with glee knowing the day ahead would be filled with magic and wonderment.
Funny, after divorcing Kris, somehow I thought time would stop, but it didn't. Year by year the girls grew up into beautiful, intelligent young ladies. With our children as the common link, Kris and I were never far apart. I bought a condo just two miles from the house and for many years the girls would stay with me on the week-ends. Sometimes Kris would ask me over to help Brea or Catherine with their homework, or to assist with some household project, and I always obliged.
Three times over the last nine years Kris asked if there wasn't some way we could be together again, but that would never happen. I still loved Kris and knew I always would, but the pain of her betrayal was still there as well. It was as if both the love and the hurt lived side by side with-in my heart, one never being able to cancel the other out.
On this particular Sunday morning, however, all I was thinking about was beating my three buddies in eighteen holes of golf. I was on my way to join them at our seven a.m. tee time when I absentmindedly made a wrong turn. I didn't know it at the time, but that wrong turn would change my entire life.
My new convertible was only a month old and it was the first day I was able to drive with the top down. With the wind in my hair and the first tee waiting, I was enjoying my leisurely drive and didn't realize my error in navigation until I was a couple miles down the wrong road.
Dang it, I said to myself, get your head out of the clouds and watch what you're doing, Brent. I turned left into the first driveway I came to so I could back out and go back the way I came. As I pulled in I noticed the cutest little Cape Cod style house in front of me.
A quick scan of the shabby looking yard told me the place was probably empty. What a shame, I thought. I put the car in reverse and tuned my head to start backing out of the drive. That's when I saw it, a for sale sign. I'm not quite sure what came over me. I had a perfectly nice condo that had been my home for many years. I did not need a house, yet it was like some powerful, mystic force that made me grab a pen and paper and write down the agents name and number.
As soon as I met my friends at the course all I could talk about was the darling little house I saw on the way there. One guy in our foursome, just before sinking a twelve foot putt, reminded me of the added maintenance I would have with a house. I agreed. There was no reason in the world why I needed to buy a house. We stopped at the clubhouse after the front nine for a cold beer before finishing our round.
Once again that strange, almost supernatural force pulled me to the pay phone in the hall and I found myself dialing the number I took from the sign.
"Hello," answered the female agent. "Sandy speaking."
"Ah, hi Sandy," I said just remembering it was Sunday. "I'm sorry, I was calling about the little house for sale on Herlitz drive, but I should probably call you during the week."



"No, I don't mind." She said. "Are you interested in the house?"
"Well to tell you the truth, I wasn't even looking for a house. I just happened to see the place by accident this morning and, ah, well thought maybe I'd just like to take a look at the place."
"Sir, may I...
"Oh I'm sorry," I apologized, "please, call me Brent."
"Okay Brent, thank you. I was going to ask the size of your family, the house isn't very large you know, although you could finish the basement for more living space."
"Ah, well I really don't have a family," I said; "well, at least not living with me. I'm divorced and my two daughters live with their mother. I live in a three bedroom condo right now, and from what saw, I'm sure it's bigger inside than that."
"Okay, when would it be convenient for you to meet me at the house? I'd be happy to give you a tour. Out of all the houses we have listed, that little place is my favorite," she told me. "I just love it, if I could I'd buy it myself."
Normally I would take that as a sales pitch but she sounded so sincere when she said it. "Ah, yeah, actually getting together might be a problem. What hours do you work? I work in the city and, with the traffic and everything, I usually don't get home till past seven. Do you work on the week-ends or no?" I asked.
"Yes of course I do. What are you doing right now Brent?"
"I'm at the golf course," I answered. "I couldn't leave here until we're done playing."
"Well, would you be able to stop off on your way home?"
Not only did I want to see the house, but now I wanted to see the woman behind the voice, so I agreed to meet her at the house on my way home. As I pulled into the drive for the second time that day, I saw a little Honda Civic up by the house so I pulled up behind it. I took one look at Sandy as she got out of her car and my heart skipped a beat.
Since the divorce I really hadn't dated very much. I did have one six month relationship but there was really nothing between us so I broke it off. I guess I just kept comparing every woman I met to Kris and there wasn't one that came anywhere close to her in any category.
Kris was even worse. She hadn't had a single date since we broke up. Between our neighbors, mutual friends, and the girls, I knew that as a fact. I told her I didn't expect that and she should go out and have some fun but she remained hopeful that we would someday be together again and would not do anything to jeopardize the possibility. In the meantime, she would devote herself to raising our daughters.
Sandy extended her hand to greet me. The first words that popped into my head were, 'what a woman!' She was elegant, almost regal in appearance, yet extremely friendly in her demeanor. A guy could easily get lost in those deep blue eyes and she had a smile that would warm a naked Eskimo. It took me a few nonchalant glances but I finally saw there was no wedding ring. My heart fluttered just a little more.
As she took me through the house I could see that her statement about loving the place was not just a line, she really did. Her face just beamed as she took me from room to room pointing out all the things that made the house special.
I thought I had seen everything there was to see but Sandy kept the best for last. "So what do you think so far?" she asked with that radiant smile.
"I love it, I really do. When I saw it this morning there was just something about the place that was drawing me to it."
"Good. I was hoping you would like it. I don't really know you but I have the feeling you would be very happy here. But wait," she said taking my hand and starting toward the back door, "you haven't seen the best part yet."
Sandy led me out to the back porch. It was a pretty large wooden porch but the best part was, to the left of the door was a wonderful two person swing strung with four chains from the overhang. "Come on," said Sandy with excitement. 'Come and sit on the swing with me for a minute."
You couldn't tell from the front, but the house actually sat on a hill. As you looked out over the back yard you could see a grove of trees in the distance and just to the right of them was a small lake.
"I come over here by myself sometimes and just enjoy sitting in this swing and watching the beautiful sunsets over the lake," said Sandy. "It's so quiet and peaceful; the only thing that could make it better would be the enchanting music from a wind chime hanging right over there."
I already knew I was in love with the house and was going to buy it, but now I found myself developing feelings for the woman sitting next to me. "Well," I said coyly, "you can come over and sit on my swing any time you want."
She turned her head, looked deeply into my eyes, and gave me a small smile. "I knew it," she said. "I knew it as soon as I saw you. This house and you are the perfect fit."
"So, what do I do with my condo?" I asked.
"Where is it?"
"About twenty minutes south of here," I told her.
"Well, if you still have some time, I could take a look at it, take some notes and list it for you."
"Don't you have a significant other you have to get home to?" I was fishing.
"No," she said. "I'm divorced as well, have been for many years. I do have a son but he's in college right now so my time is my own."
"In that case I'll make a deal with you." She gave me a questioning look. "When you're done going through my place and taking all your notes, you let me take you out to dinner." She hesitated but not for too long.
"Alright, you have a deal."
While Sandy looked around my condo and took notes, I grabbed a quick shower and changed clothes. I really wanted to take her some place really romantic but we had known each other for all of three hours. I didn't really think that would be appropriate but I hoped I would get that chance at a later date.
We wound up at a nice little Italian place that Sandy recommended. The food was good but it was the conversation I found fascinating. Neither of us talked about our former spouses but we did talk about our kids. I, of course, pushed out my chest when I talked about Brea, my oldest, who was already sixteen and would be a senior in high school next year. Catherine, my fourteen year old, was also in high school and already starting to talk about boys.
Sandy told me she had one son, Ron. He was a sophomore in college and was studying for an engineering degree. I don't think there was anyone around our table that couldn't tell we were both very proud of our kids.
The conversation finally got around to ourselves. Sandy asked what I did for a living and seemed to be impressed when I told her I had my own photography studio.
"Really, wow my son would like to meet you. Photography is his hobby. It's been a passion of his since he was a small boy. He just loves it. If we get a chance this summer, maybe I could drive him down town and you could give him a tour of your studio?" she asked. "It would make his whole summer."
"Absolutely," I said. "Just give me a heads up so I know you're coming and I'll have the red carpet down for both of you."
"Actually," she said a little hesitantly, "please don't take this the wrong way, but it surprises me a little. I would think you must have a lot of artistic talent to be successful in that field, yet your condo is decorated rather sparsely and with very basic furnishings."
"Yeah, I know," I said a little embarrassed. "Both of my daughters are always after me to spruce the place up. You're right, I'm extremely creative in my work but I guess I'm just a pretty simple guy when it comes to my living quarters."
"Well," said Sandy, "I took some classes for interior design in college. Not enough to make a living at it, but I do have a good eye for what works. You know how I love that house so if you'd like a few tips from time to time, just let me know. I'd be happy to help out."
Wow, I thought. I know an opportunity when I hear one. "How much would you charge?" I inquired.
"Oh I wouldn't charge you anything Brent, don't be silly."
"No, I don't mean for a few tips, I want you to be my interior decorator. You can do the whole house, everything including finishing the basement. What do you say?"
She looked stunned. "Brent, that's a great offer but I've never done a whole house before. I'm not sure I'd know where to start. No thanks. Like I said, it's a great offer but I'm just not that good."
"Sandy I saw the look in your eyes when you took me on that tour. You love that place as much as I do. You have experience, training, I can't think of anyone I would rather have. Maybe we could even work on it together. Please, at least think about it. It could be fun for both of us."
Sandy promised to think about. We talked just a little while longer but it was getting late and we both had work the next day. We had taken two cars so I walked Sandy to hers then reached my hand out to shake. She took my hand but stepped in closer and gave me a peck on the cheek. It surprised me, but the bigger surprise was the erection growing in my pants. I wondered if she could see me blush under the parking lot lights. She smiled then drove away.
There were only two people in my life that ever gave me a hard-on that quickly and that easily, Tanya, my highs school sweetheart, and Kris. All the way home I wondered, was it just that it's been so long since getting laid, or did it mean more? Did it mean this was someone special?
For the next week I talked to my banker and got my finances all lined up. I wasn't going to tell anyone about the house until I closed on it. Sandy and I got together a couple times for paper work but she always seemed to be all business and I was beginning to think I misread any signals I thought I saw that night at dinner.
Everything went smooth as silk and thirty days after I had been sitting in the swing with Sandy the house was mine...well, mine and the banks. I picked up the phone and called my daughter. Brea picked it up and sounded so mature as she said hello.
"Hi honey, how's my girl?"
"Hi Dad, I'm just fine. I got an 'A' in my history test today," she said all excited. History was one of my favorite subjects and she knew that would please me.
"Fantastic honey, I am so proud of you." We talked a little more about school then I broke the news. "I was wondering what you guys are doing over the week-end? If you're not doing anything important would you want to help me move?"
"Move? Dad, where are you moving to?"
"I bought a house, honey. It's not far, it's only about twenty minutes away."
I heard Brea yelling to her sister and Kris, "Hey, dad bought a house." Through the phone I could hear everyone's shock. Between her sister and her mom, Brea was trying to answer a dozen questions.
"Honey," I tried to get her attention back. "Honey, tell Catherine and your mother, if they want to see the house, they have to first come over to the condo Saturday morning at seven and help me move some things over."
Brea repeated what I said and I heard Kris say, "Tell him we'll be there," which Brea relayed back to me again.
After saying our good-byes, I had just set the phone down when it rang again. I answered with my usual business greeting.
"Hi," I recognized the voice as Sandy's right away.
"Hi, how are you?" I inquired.
"Okay, I just wondered when you were going to be moving?"
"Saturday morning," I answered. "I have a small truck rented and my kids and a couple of friends are going to help me."
"Oh I see. Well I was going to offer to help but it sounds like you have it covered."
I was really getting mixed signals from this woman. First she seemed like she might have been interested but when we sat down to sign the papers she was all business, almost cold. Now she's offering to help me move? I don't get it. All I knew was that I liked her a lot and I wasn't going to turn down spending time with her.
"Hey, I can always use more help," I said trying to sound as inviting as possible.
"Okay, I'd love to," once again her voice sounding very friendly. "I have something for you anyway. I forgot to give you the spare set of keys."
"Well I'll tell you what. I know you live up there. No sense in coming all the way down here just to go all the back up there. I figure we should be there about nine o'clock. Why don't you just let yourself in and wait for us there."
Sandy agreed and I had everything all set for the move. By the time Saturday morning rolled around I had everything packed and sitting by the door. Between the six of us we had the truck packed in a little more than an hour. I thought we would beat Sandy there but as soon as I pulled in the drive I saw her car up by the house. As we walked in we all smelled the aroma of fresh coffee.
What a great surprise. Sandy already had the java brewing. When we all followed our nose to the kitchen we found she had pastries already sitting out on the table for everyone. I had only seen Sandy in her business clothes and was very impressed with the cute ass I saw covered in blue jeans.
Sandy turned around when she heard us approaching. "Good morning everyone," was her delightful greeting complimented with a big smile. "I thought you might be hungry so I stopped at the bakery on the way over for some goodies. Everybody dig in."
Before everyone sat down I introduced Sandy as my real estate agent. She joined us for breakfast and fit right in like she'd known everyone for years.
As soon as everything was in the house my two buddies took off which left Kris, the kids, Sandy, and me. The girls were busy running around having fun rearranging all the furniture every five minutes while the three of us talked. Finally Kris told the girls it was time to go.
"This is a darling home Brent," Kris said as I walked her to the door. While we were still waiting on the girls, Kris lowered her voice, "I didn't realize you were seeing someone," she said a little sadly.
I saw just the slightest evidence of moisture dulling the color of those beautiful green eyes. "We're not really seeing each other Kris. I do like her, but so far all we've done is had dinner together."
"Ah huh, that'll change, take my word for it. I saw the way she looked at you. She cares for you...a lot. We women just know these things. She is very nice and I'm sure you guys will be very happy together." Kris, trying to keep me from seeing, tuned her head away as she wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.
Just then Brea and Catherine came running up. Both Sandy and Kris were very cordial saying good bye. Of course the girls were their usual bundle of energy all the way out the door.
Sandy and I were finally alone. I wondered if Kris was right. This is the first time I'd felt like this about a woman since my divorce, but could I really open my heart again, or would I chicken out, afraid of being hurt for the third time.
"Sandy, thank you so much for all your help today. Fresh coffee and breakfast was sure a great surprise. How much do I owe you for all that stuff?" I asked.
Sandy playfully hit my arm. "Will you stop. You don't owe me for anything. I should be thanking you for the commission I just made on this place."
"Okay, well let me take you out for dinner again then."
"Not like this," Sandy said indicating her working clothes.
"Yeah, actually I should shower and change as well. Okay, give me your address and I'll pick you up in an hour."
She looked up at me. I could tell she didn't know if she wanted to do that or not. Finally she spoke up, "Okay, do you have a pen and paper? I'll write down my address."
For the first time in a very long time, I sang to myself in the shower; something I usually only did when I had a woman in my life. I drove over to the address and found it was a town home. A quad I believe they call them where every unit had a corner lot.
Again, every time I had seen her before Sandy had been dressed for business, including her make-up. When she opened the door and invited me in I was taken aback. Her soft, shiny blond hair framed her face perfectly as it cascaded over her shoulders. The small cocktail dress she wore hugged every curve of her slim body. She wore just a hint of make-up bringing even more depth to those deep blue eyes.
"Wow," I exclaimed. "Sandy you look incredible."
"Thank you," she said sounding a little surprised. "I'll take that as high praise, in deed, from a man who works with models all day."
Once seated in the restaurant we pretty much picked up the conversation where we left off before.
"Can I ask you a personal question?" Sandy asked.
"Of course."
"A blind man could see how much Kris still loves you. Why are you two divorced?"
I really wasn't ready for that question. I didn't talk about it because the subject always brought tears to my eyes. "Ah, well it's actually kind of hard to talk about, Sandy, even after all these years."
"Ah, infidelity rears its ugly head again," she said. "I thought that might be it. I won't ask any more. The same thing happened with my husband. He was a sales manager for a fastener company. Five years he worked there and never had to work on a week-end. Then all of a sudden he had to work every week-end. Sometimes it would just be Saturdays, but other times Saturday and Sunday. I got suspicious and borrowed my neighbor's car one day to follow him. I saw him walk into an apartment so I just camped outside the door. About three hours later he opened it to leave while still kissing his girlfriend, a young redhead. When he saw me waiting for him, he just closed the door and didn't bother coming home again. Ron, my son, was only eight years old at the time."
"I'm sorry," I said sympathetically.
She looked at me as if studying a road map on my face. "I'm going to be honest with you, Brent. I still remember the hurt from that, as I'm sure you do from your break up. I have not found a man in all these years that was worth risking that kind of hurt again. I like you, Brent. I like you a lot, but before I'd be willing to go any further I have to know about your relationship with Kris. As I said, she is still in love with you and I think you still love her. Is there any chance of you two getting back together?"
"Sandy, we've been divorced now for over nine years. Three times in that period she has asked me if I would come back. You're right, I do still love her, but I can not, nor will I ever get over the pain in my heart. She knows that and I know that. No, we will never be together again."
I took a sip of coffee and continued. "Sandy, from the first time I laid eyes on you I thought you were someone very special. You're the first woman in all these years that I have had feelings for. I think you put it best when you talked about finding someone worth taking another risk, I found that person and I'm hoping she feels the same way."
Sandy reached across the table and put her hand on mine. She moved her head toward me and lowered her voice almost to a whisper. "Am I the first woman to give you a hard-on with just a little kiss?" she asked with a sweet, demure smile.
I must have turned ten shades of red. She said that purposely to embarrass me and she sure succeeded. "You caught that?" I asked.
"Of course, us ladies on the prowl don't miss much," she replied slyly. "If you're done with your coffee why don't we go back to your house and see if you remember what to do with that thing."
To say I was worried on the drive home was an understatement; intense fear was more like it. I hadn't made love to a woman in years.
Try as I did to act casual and confident, my efforts fell well short.
"Are you nervous?" asked Sandy.
"Ah, yeah, I guess I am a little. How about you?"
"Yeah, a little. How long has it been?"
"Years," I answered honestly. "But you know what they say, it's just like falling off a bike."



I wasn't sure why Sandy was laughing. "Don't you mean it's like riding a bike?" she said with a chuckle.
"Oh, yeah, I guess that is what I meant," I said really feeling stupid. Then, in an attempt to redeem myself I added, "Do me a favor though, if I do fall off, will you put me back on?"
"You got it cowboy," she responded with a laugh.
Wow, this was beyond fantastic, I thought. Here I am spending the first night in my brand new home and I'm spending it with the first woman I've had feelings for in years. As we entered the house a strange calm came over me. I just knew everything would be okay.
Once inside the door Sandy and I faced each other. I took her in my arms and softly pressed my lips to hers. I felt no anxiety, no reservations. I felt only affection, a warmth I had honestly thought I would never feel again.
Those feelings became even stronger once we were in the bedroom. I unzipped the back of her dress and caressed her neck as I slipped the top of the dress off her shoulders and let it fall to her feet. I reached around her soft body and pulled her close. I could feel her passion as it invaded my own body. She turned, wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me hard. She opened her mouth and our tongues met, each teasing the other like an ancient fertility ritual. I undid the clasp of her bra and slid it down her arms. I gently felt her breasts as I knelt in front of her. I tenderly lowered my hands down the side of her hips and hooked my thumbs in each side of her silk panties. I could feel her whole body quiver as I lowered them ever so slowly.
There, only inches from my face was the trimmed mound of the woman with whom I was falling in love. I lightly slipped my hands up the back of her legs till I reached that fine little ass I admired earlier in the day. I leaned in and planted a kiss on the pussy I knew I would cherish.
Sandy's body tensed as she gave out a small sigh. I felt her hands on the back of my head and I started to explore every crease and crevice of her love center.
"Oh God, oh God," she said with a breathy voice. "It's been so long, so long. Yes, yes my love, please make love to me, please."
I picked her up in my arms and laid her on the bed. I undressed and knelt on the bed with one knee, then lowered my lips to hers. I kissed her neck as she swooned with lust. "I want you inside me baby," she whispered. "Please, I need you inside me now."
The years had been kind to both of us in that department. My cock was like a bar of steel and when I reached down to feel if Sandy was ready, I was amazed at how wet she was for me. She spread her legs and I pulled mine together positioning myself. Sandy reached down and guided my throbbing shaft into her warm velvety soft canal. She gasped in anticipation as I easily slid inside her.
It had been so long since I had experienced the intimate feelings that only comes from making love to someone you deeply care for. With each loving thrust I felt Sandy's body as it lost control to the rapture of the moment. She closed her eyes and arched her back. She twisted around in a euphoric explosion of excitement as she locked her legs around me and held me deep with-in the confines of her hot pussy. Together our intensity built into a crescendo of fiery passions, culminating in our joint screams of ecstasy and we climaxed in unison.
I collapsed my sweaty and spent body next to hers. Neither of us said a word as we allowed our breathing to return to normal. Sandy was the first to break the silence.
"Wow."
"Yeah, I'll see your wow and raise you a, 'Holy Cripe.'" She giggled. "How do you feel?" I asked.
"Ha, ha. Well, I feel scared I guess."
"Scared...still?"
"Yeah still; even more so right now," she admitted. "I hadn't realized until we made love, just how strong my feelings were for you. I'm scared I'm allowing myself to become involved too quickly. When I thought about pursuing this relationship I told myself I would go very slowly, very cautiously. Instead I allowed myself to jump in with both feet. Yeah, I'm scared."
I took a minute and thought about her words. I guess I felt somewhat the same way. I turned my head toward hers and kissed her. "My darling, my feelings for you are real and they run deep into my soul. I can't believe I am lucky enough to find love again, but now that I have, I am not about to let it go."
I was hoping for conformation of her love as well, but it did not come. She kissed me and smiled. "Let's get some rest, honey. Tomorrow we can do some shopping for your new home. Oh, did I tell you, I've decided to take you up on your offer. I'm going to help you decorate."
I told her how happy that made me. We kissed and slipped into dreamland, although mine was fraught with disappointment that the disclosure of my feelings was not returned.
The next morning, still half asleep, I reached for Sandy but came up empty. My stomach started to twist in knots thinking she had left. Just then I smelled coffee. I smiled to myself and decided I wasn't going to pout about not getting Sandy to say she loved me last night. I was just glad she was still there.
We spent all day down town shopping for things for the house. Mostly smaller items. I needed some new living room furniture as well, but that would have to wait for another day. By the time we got home we were both beat. Sandy jumped at my suggestion of ordering a pizza for dinner.
While savoring a Chicago style deep dish we continued to talk about what more we needed for the house, but as was the case all day, we also laughed and joked around with one another. I couldn't remember when I'd had more fun or enjoyed someone's company as much.
As the day came to an end, Sandy took me by the hand and walked me out to the porch. "Come on," she said. "Let's sit on the swing and watch the sunset."
As we sat and watched, the sky started to change. The dark blue of night hung like a curtain over an ever varying array of colors. As the sun dipped closer to the horizon, hues of red, orange, purple, pink, and turquoise magically stretched from one end of eternity to the other.
"When I was a little girl I used to sit with my grandma on her porch in Indiana and watch the sunsets," Sandy said. "She used to say we were watching God with his paint brush." She looked into my eyes and kissed me very tenderly. ""Ooh, look how beautiful," she said looking back to the flaming sky; "God has his paintbrush out again and I have the pleasure of watching him with the man I love."
I smiled and put me arm around her. She cuddled into me and laid her head on my shoulder. Not another word was spoken until all the colors had melted into night.
"Can you spend the night again?" I asked.
"I'm sorry honey, I can't tonight. I have to get home. I have an early appointment tomorrow and Ron is coming home later this week for summer vacation. I hope you get a chance to meet him. I know he'll have a million questions about photography for you."
"Why wouldn't I get a chance to meet him if he's going to be here all summer?"
"Well he'll be working most the summer. He has to make all he can during the summer to help pay for his room and board next year. He was lucky last year, he found two jobs. He worked in a gas station and he worked as a stock boy in a supermarket. I didn't get to see much of him, but he was able to help out with a lot of his expenses."
"When is he coming home?" I inquired.
"He'll be home sometime Wednesday night."
"Okay, let's see, so if he started work on Monday would that give you two some quality time together?"
"Oh of course, but there's no assurance that he'll find a job that quickly; it's tough out there for college kids, they all get out at the same time."
Sandy didn't know me that well yet or she would have known I was leading up to something. I had a plan. I asked, "Does Ron have a car?"
Sandy giggled a little, "Well not much of one, I'm afraid. It's on its last legs. I just hope he can keep it going for another year."
"Well if he wanted to leave the car at home he'd have a five block walk to the El," I said wondering when she was going to catch on.
"What?" she asked looking at me now. "What El, what are you talking about?"
"I'll tell you what, until he knows his way around a little he can ride with me. Tell him to be ready Monday morning at seven o'clock and I'll pick him up."
Sandy just stared at me. "Would you like to let me in on whatever is going on in that brain of yours."
"Sure, I just hired Ron to work in my studio this summer as a photographer's assistant. That way we kill two birds with the one stone. I get to meet Ron and he gets a job."
"Oh Brent! Brent you're not joking are you? You can do that, just hire him like that?"
"Of course, it's my studio, I can hire whoever I want."
"Oh my God wait till I tell him. He's going to flip. Oh honey you are my hero." We kissed and cuddled for a little longer but she had to go home. That night I was aware of my empty bed for the first time in ages. I missed her already.
Between Sandy's job and getting ready for Ron's return, Tuesday night was the only time we were able to get together. I was hoping we would spend a whole lot more time than that once things started to settle down.
Bright and early the following Monday morning I pulled up outside of Sandy's quad and knocked on the door. A sleepy looking Sandy, dressed in her robe asked me in, gave me a big kiss, then offered me a quick cup of coffee. She told me Ron was so excited he was running around like a chicken with his head cut off but he would be right down.
Excited wasn't the word. The tall, dark haired kid of twenty was grinning from ear to ear when he took my hand and almost shook it off while expressing his gratitude about a dozen times and telling me how much it meant to him.
Sandy, watching all this while taking a sip from her coffee cup, just smiled.
Ron finally let go of my hand and started toward the door anxious to start his first day. I could see the appreciation in Sandy's eyes as she tenderly kissed my lips. "Thank you again for this," she said quietly, while rubbing my arm.
It didn't take me long to realize what a wonderful job Sandy had done raising Ron. He was respectful, polite, intelligent, and appreciative. Audrey, my office manager, and Terry, the other photographer, both of whom had been with me for years, made him feel like one of the family right away.
I came by to pick up Sandy for a date that Wednesday night. She looked beautiful, as always, when she opened the door and invited me in. "Where's your cape?" she asked.
"Ah, I'm sorry, my cape?" I had no idea what she was talking about.
"Yeah, you should be wearing a red cape. According to my son, you're Superman. You also know everything there is to know about photography or for that matter, you know everything there is to know about everything," she said with smile.
"Well," I answered modestly, "there maybe one or two things I'm not really sure of."
Sandy smiled as she put both hands on each side of my cheeks and pulled my lips to meet hers. "Mwah!" She emphasized the end of the kiss. "My Superman," she said. "Let's go, I can't wait to get fucked later tonight by the man of steel."
And fuck we did, but not only that night; for the next two weeks Sandy and I worked on decorating the house, after which, we made love well into the night. If she had an early appointment the next morning she would go home afterward, otherwise she would stay over.
"What does Ron think about you spending the night here?" I asked her one morning.
"He was a little surprised at first. I very seldom dated when he was growing up so he wasn't used to me staying out, but he's a big boy now. He's a sophomore in college so I doubt he's a virgin, and he's certainly wise enough to know I'm not one."
"He's a great kid Sandy. You really did a fantastic job of raising him," I told her.
"You want to know what he said about you?"
"I already know, I'm superman," I said with a chuckle.
"When I told him you were the man I had been spending my nights with, he said he had fantasized about you being his father and he wondered if there was any chance his fantasy would come true."
"Wow," I said a little embarrassed. "I don't think I've ever been given a bigger compliment. What did you say?"
"I told him it's still too early to tell," she said as she gazed into my eyes and kissed me.
By the following week-end, with the exception of the basement, we were done with the house. Finishing the downstairs would have to wait until my condo sold. Sandy's decorating talents turned out to be much better than I had anticipated. I could see from her work she knew me better than I thought, every room reflected my personality as well as my taste.
"Honey this place is perfect," I said; "much too perfect to keep it to ourselves. I want to show it off, how about a housewarming party?"
Sandy thought it was a great idea. We'd invite some of her friends, some of my friends, and I could use the new grill in the back yard..
Later, after making some preliminary plans for the party, we both indulged in our favorite past-time. We sat in the swing on the back porch and watched the sun going down.
As we sat I thought about how the woman next to me had enriched my life in just the past few months. I remember thinking back at how irritated I was at myself for making that wrong turn and where it brought me. I couldn't help but think that some strange force in the universe was at work; that I could actually be happy again, and in the process make Sandy happy as well. I felt her lay her head on my shoulder and I wondered if she felt the same way.
The following week the invitations went out. 'No gifts necessary,' they said. 'I have everything I need. Just bring yourself, a date or significant other, and a good attitude.' Sandy and I originally intended to have a small gathering. Of course, by the time we were done we sent out almost forty invites and most of them were bringing someone. Even my oldest daughter, I later found out, was bringing a date.
The night before the party Sandy stayed overnight but had to leave Saturday morning for an open house. "It's over at three o'clock honey," she told me before she left. "I'll be back in plenty of time for the party." Sure enough, she was back by four.
I sat on the side of the bed and watched my lady get undressed. She smiled while doing a little strip tease before getting into the shower. It mattered not that I already had my shower, I quickly stripped off my clothes and joined her. I put some of her great smelling shampoo on my hands and gently massaged her scalp as I wash her hair. I lathered my hands with her body wash and lovingly caressed every inch of her soft flesh.
She started to slither her soapy body against me sending waves of passion through my soul and igniting my penis with lust. With the hot water cascading down on us, she stroked my hard cock. "Uuummmm, you know where I want this," she said closing her eyes.
I anchored my wet feet on the slip proof shower mat and hoisted Sandy onto my hips. She reached for my cock and guided it right where she wanted it. We kissed as she worked her hips up and down on my love meat. For some reason, maybe it was the eroticism of the water pouring over us, but it didn't take long for either of us to explode into a glorious climax.
We both got dressed and went into the kitchen to finish preparing the food. It's difficult to express the feelings I had at that particular time. I was getting ready to share my new home with good friends, family, and the woman I'd grown to love with all my heart. I guess overwhelmed with joy would be about as close as I could come.
At seven o'clock the doorbell rang; a half hour after that the party was in full swing. Sandy introduced me to her friends and visa-versa. My ex was there with my two daughters. Brea was introducing me to her boyfriend when I caught a glimpse of Kris. She was watching me with a little smile. After so many years, she and I could read each other's thoughts; I knew she was telling me my little girls were growing up... accept it.
As the party continued I took my age old place in front of my brand new, two decker grill. Ron, who came stag, pitched right in helping his mother and me make sure everyone was having a good time. The surprise of the night came whenever I looked around for my lovely co-host, and would find her with my ex. It seemed she and Kris were developing quite a friendship. I wasn't too sure how I felt about that. I wasn't sure why, but it did make me nervous.
It had been one of the most enjoyable evenings I could remember in many, many years. After a while I even warmed up to Brea's boyfriend, although I knew he was no match for her and was sure he would be history in no time.
Slowly the gang dwindled and sometime around one in the morning, except for Ron who was helping clean up, Sandy and I found ourselves alone.
"Honey," Sandy said to Ron who was wiping off one of the folding tables. "That stuff can wait until tomorrow. I'm going to spend the night here. Why don't you go home and get a good night's sleep."
Ron thanked us both and told us what a great time he had, then excused himself and took off.
I was putting a few of the perishables in the fridge. When I turned to say something to Sandy she was gone. Before I had a chance to look for her though she came back in the front door with a package she had been hiding in her car.
"I know we told everyone no gifts, but...well, I'm not everyone," she said with a smile as she handed me the wrapped present. I was so excited, except for the ties my daughters bought me for Christmas and my birthdays, it had been a long time since anyone bought me a present. I opened and package to find the most beautiful looking , delicate set of crystal wind chimes I'd ever seen.
"Oh honey, they're absolutely gorgeous."
"I'm glad you like them. It took me almost a month to find the right ones," she said proudly.
I went downstairs and got a hammer and nail. Together we walked out to the back porch and tried several places before agreeing on the precise spot to hang them. Sandy said it was the one place where they would catch the gentlest of winds from any direction; with-in minutes we were listening to the most beautiful music ever played by a gentle breeze.
We sat and cuddled in the swing enjoying the warm summer winds and the concert they conducted. I also had a present for Sandy. I bought it three weeks prior at a down town jewelry store. As always, I was going to plan the most romantic evening I could come up with to set the stage for my proposal, but as Sandy nestled into me even more, I realized I wasn't going to top the romance of that very moment.
I reached into my pocket and hid the ring in my hand. "Honey."
"Yes?" she softly spoke enjoying the serenity.
"I know you and I have only known one another for a short time and I realize, because we have both been hurt by former relationships, we said we would take our time and not rush things. I also know that every minute we're not together is a minute out of my life wasted and lonely. Honey I know you told Ron we have to wait, but I can't wait any longer. When you're not with me my whole body yearns for your company."
I took her left hand in mine and slipped the ring around her finger. "I never thought I would ever say this again, but I love you and want you to be my wife," I said with a tear running down my cheek.
She looked at me. She also had tears in her eyes, even more than me.
"What the hell took you so long," she blurted out with her tears now flowing freely. We put our arms around each other and spent most of the night just hugging a kissing on the swing. Somewhere around dawn we went to bed but not to sleep. We made love until neither of us could hardly move anymore. I put my arms around her as she cuddled into my chest and we finally drifted to sleep.



Over the next couple of weeks nothing really changed much. We were making plans for our marriage of course but we hadn't told anyone but Ron so far. He couldn't have been happier.
Sandy had pretty much moved in with me so Ron had the quad to himself. At first Sandy felt a little guilty, but he convinced her he was enjoying the privacy.
My concern was Kris and the kids. I knew the news of my nuptials was going to hurt Kris, badly. I thought when the kids see that, maybe they'll turn against me. I was really worried. As much as I tried to hide it, I don't think I was doing a very good job. One night, while on the swing Sandy turned to me and looked into my eye. "You're worried about Kris, aren't you?" she asked.
"I'm sorry babe. As deep as the wounds go, I never wanted to hurt her and this is going to kill her, I just know it. I don't even know if we should invite her to the wedding. It would be like rubbing salt in her wounds, but how can I invite my daughters without inviting her? She might be hurt even worse. I just don't know what to do honey."
"I think Kris will be fine, honey. We're having lunch together tomorrow, I have been debating on telling her myself. I don't know if it would be easier coming from me or you."
I was shocked to hear they were having lunch together. I guess Sandy saw it on my face.
"Kris and I have actually become good friends. I got to know her at the party."
"Yes I noticed you two seemed to be hitting it off."
"When you didn't want to talk about what happened between you and her at the restaurant, I knew she must have hurt you very deeply and that hurt was still there. I thought at first, what a horrid woman she must be, but she's not is she? She's a very good person who made a horrible mistake and she paid for that mistake by losing the man she loves."
Sandy gently kissed me then went on. "Kris doesn't feel that's enough punishment though. Not only has she lost you but she has deprived herself of allowing any other love into her life, as well. I think I can release Kris from her self-imposed exile from love and I believe our marriage will help."
I sat and listened. I was still nervous about Kris and Sandy having lunch. I loved Sandy and wanted to put my trust and faith into her. "Honey, there's two problems here. One, I don't want to hurt Kris, and two, I don't want to alienate my kids."
"I know honey," she said. "And if you want me to back off I will. I can call and postpone our lunch until after you talk to her, but I do understand her, Brent, and I honestly believe I can help her."
I looked into Sandy's eyes. They were sympathetic. "Won't Kris think I'm wimping out letting you break the news instead of doing it myself?" I asked.
"No, I'll make sure of that. Honey she already knows. She knew from the first time we met."
"Yeah, I think you're right. I remember she said something when she helped during the move in. As she left she said she hoped we'd be very happy together."
"Please honey." Sandy lightly ran her fingers through my hair as she looked deep into my eyes. "Let me talk to her."
I was still a little apprehensive but I agreed to let Sandy break the news of our wedding to Kris the following day at lunch.
The next day I was like a cat on a hot tin roof. Everyone kept asking me if there was a problem. I assured them there was not but I don't know how convincing I was. I looked at my watch around noon and wondered if they were talking yet. I looked again about one o'clock and wondered if Sandy had told Kris about our wedding plans. Every minute I expected to get a call from a crying Kris or from my kids saying they never wanted to see me again.
By three o'clock I wondered why Sandy hadn't called yet to tell me how she took it. By three-thirty I was a basket case. A few minutes later the studio phone rang. Audrey grabbed it before I got there. "Brent, it's Sandy," she said.
"Hi, how did things go?" I asked. "Jeez, I've been on pins and needles, what took you so long to call?"
"Take it easy," she said with a small giggle. "We're girls remember, we just left each other. Kris and I had a long talk. I really do like her, Brent. I wish I could have met her years ago, I think I could have helped."
"Well...did you tell her? How did she take it?"
"Honey," Sandy said calmingly. "Please, everything is alright. You're going to have a heart attack if you don't settle down. I told you before, she already knew. When I told her, she took it in stride. She's going to explain everything to the kids tonight. I'm sure they'll call you and tell you how happy they are for you."
I couldn't believe it. I was so worried. As Sandy spoke It felt like a big boulder had been taken off my shoulders. I expelled the breath I had been holding for hours with an audible sigh.
Sure enough, later that evening the girls called me. "It's about time you found someone dad," Brea said. "Sandy is really nice. I like her a lot. So does mom. Catherine wants to know if you can still come over and..., oh alright," I heard Brea and Catherine starting to argue. "Just a minute dad, Catherine wants to ask you something. Here she is."
"Hi daddy."
"Hi pumpkin," I said.
"Daddy, will you still be able to come over and help us with our homework?"
"Of course I will honey," I told her. "I'm still as much your dad as I ever was."
"Good," said Catherine sounding a little relieved. "Then I'm happy for you too, daddy. I really like Sandy, she's nice."
Brea got on the extension and we all talked some more together. The girls sounded genuinely happy but as we all hung up it occurred to me, Kris never got on the phone. I wondered if maybe she didn't take the news as good as Sandy thought she did.
It was still on my mind the next day when I got a shock just before noon. "Hi daddy," I heard from the front of the studio. I looked around the corner and there was Kris with the girls.
"Well," I said while hugging everyone. "This is a surprise."
"We were down town doing some shopping and I wondered if you wanted to buy lunch for a wayward group of ladies?" asked Kris.
"I would be honored," I said.
Ron heard the voices and came out to say hi. We all exchanged pleasantries for a few minutes then I took my lovelies out for a nice meal.
"Hey dad," Brea said between bites of chicken. "Does Ron have a girlfriend?"
"Never mind there Pumpkin, he's too old for you. Beside what happened to what's his name, the guy you brought to the party?"
"Oh Mark? He's too immature. We broke up right after the party."
I knew he wasn't going to last long. We finished up and we all walked back to the studio. The girls went in the back for a few minutes to flirt with Ron which left Kris and I alone.
"Brent, I just wanted to tell you how truly happy I am for you. Sandy is a warm, affectionate, loving person; just the kind of woman you deserve. We had lunch together yesterday and...well, she convinced me that maybe I should open up to the possibility of finding someone as well. I will always love you my darling Brent, and I will never forgive myself for what I did to you. Yesterday Sandy told me I can live with the regret, but I don't have to go on punishing myself. I will never get you back, I know that. I think I always have. If I had to lose you to someone, I'm glad it was Sandy." She stepped closer and brought her lips close to mine. "Just one for old time sake?" she asked. I took her in my arms the way I used to, and kissed her, long and passionately. As we broke apart we both knew it would be the last time we ever kissed like that. She gave me a small smile before calling the girls and being on their way.
Sandy and I didn't have a lot of time to plan for a wedding. Ron would be going back to school in less than two months and I was planning on asking him to be my best man. Sandy said, since her son was going to be my best man, she wanted my daughters in her bridal party. Just like the party, what started out to be a small affair, grew into a full scale wedding. I didn't care. The more the merrier as far as I was concerned. I would share this day with the whole world if possible.
The wedding couldn't have been scripted any better by the best writers in Hollywood. It took place in an outdoor garden. Ron looked dashing as my best man and both Brea and Catherine looked like beautiful young adults in their formal bride's maid gowns. Sandy was a vision in her dress and I wore my favorite tie with my best suit. The tie was a two hundred dollar Italian silk tie; it was the last present Kris had given me before the divorce.
Later at the reception, I thought the day couldn't possibly be more perfect. I was standing with my new bride by my side when Kris walked up. She pulled my head down a little and kissed me on the cheek. "Congratulations you guys," she said to both of us. Then, to my surprise, she reached over to a gentleman I didn't recognize and pulled him in front of us. "I'd like you meet Allen," she said with big smile. "He's my date."
I immediately stuck out my hand. "Hi Allen, nice to meet you."
"And Brent," Kris said. "I think he has a lower handicap than you do."
"What? No way," I said jokingly. "What's your handicap?"
"Seven," he said a little bashfully.
"That's mine. As soon as we get back from our honeymoon you and I are going to have to hit the links."
With that he seemed to warm up some and really turned out to be a nice guy. I couldn't believe my lovely wife did it again. She was right, it took a woman's touch to bring Kris around. It was right after that I had my next humbling experience. As soon as the chance presented itself, Ron pulled me to a corner.
"This is going to sound really out there, Brent, but I never really got to know my dad very well. Well, now that you and mom are married...ah, you're going to think I'm nuts," he said.
"Ron, there is nothing you can't ask, tell, or talk to me about, please what is it?"
"Would you mind if I called you dad?" he asked. I was almost knocked off my feet. I had already regarded him as a son, but I wasn't expecting this.
"Son, I would be honored," I told him.
"Thanks," he said gratefully. "Listen, since you're in such a great mood, there is one more thing." I waited for the bomb to drop. "Can you talk to mom for me. I know she's not going to be too keen on the idea, but I'm going to change my major when I get back to school. I checked and with the credits I have, I can do it. I'm going to major in photography," he said.
If ever there was a night for surprises, this was it. Wait till I tell Sandy about this, I thought. I agreed to tell his mother and since he would be back in school by the time we got back, we hugged and said our goodbyes. When Sandy saw us she came over and they did the same. Sandy had tears in her eyes but Ron promised he would be back for Christmas. I thought to myself, great, I only have between now and Christmas to tell Sandy her son's not going to be an engineer like they both planned, but a photographer...great, just great. Then I couldn't help but smile to myself.
A little while later Sandy and I were headed for two glorious weeks in Maui where we both spent the most wonderful time of our lives. Before leaving I thought to myself, if there is a heaven, it's going to have to go some to beat this.
As we landed back in Chicago the trip may had been over but the honeymoon never ended. Life with Sandy was like living each day in a fairytale. Every day we grew closer, became even more compatible, and fell deeper and deeper in love.
To quote an old cliché, 'time marches on.' It sure does and at a very rapid pace, too rapid if you ask me. Ron changed his major to photography and, of course had a job waiting for him after graduation. I had waited until after our honeymoon to tell Sandy. When I did tell her, she was overjoyed with the change. She knew all along photography was his passion just as it was mine. Knowing he would learn the trade from me and probably take over the studio someday was a thrill for both of us.
Brea graduated and went into teaching. Yup, high school history; she met a great guy, got married, and I had two grandchildren.
Catherine surprised me by taking journalism in college, and maybe with a little influence from her old man, got a job right out of college with my alma mater, The Times. She also met someone and was married. No children yet, but as much in love as they were, I doubted that will take too long.
Kris married Allen. They too were a very happy couple. The more I was around Allen the more I liked him. The four of us developed a fantastic friendship. Sandy and I double dated with Kris and Allen a lot, not to mention Al and I were always on one course or another almost every week-end. One year the four of us even went on a cruise together.
Yup, Walt Disney couldn't have written a better life for Sandy and me.
Of course if we were home, almost every day would end with Sandy and I cuddling together on the back porch swing watching God with his paintbrush and listening to the wind serenade us, using only our chimes. Sandy said it sounded like a gentle rain hitting the wings of angels. Life simply couldn't be more perfect, Sandy and I couldn't have been happier.
I was sitting at the kitchen table when Sandy walked in and poured herself a cup of morning coffee. To me she looked worried, a look I wasn't used to at all. "What's the matter honey?" I was concerned. It just wasn't like her not to be smiling.
She sat next to me, took a sip from her cup and looked at me with a tear in her eye. I knew something was definitely wrong and I queried again. "Honey, what is it? Please tell me, what's wrong?"
"As I was getting dressed I found a lump in my breasts," she said quietly.
I wanted to go into panic mode but I couldn't. I had to remain calm and supportive for Sandy's sake. I reached for her hand. "Honey," I said trying to use a soothing voice. "Try not to worry. I'm not about to let anything happen to you. You know yourself most of these things turn out to be nothing at all."
I gave her hand a reassuring little shake. "We'll get you in for a checkup as soon as possible. You drink your coffee, I'm going to call the doctor right now and get it scheduled."
On the outside I was cool and in control. On the inside I was an absolute basket case. I called Sandy's doctor and scheduled an office visit first, maybe a biopsy wasn't even needed. Then I called Ron and told him I was going to take a few days off and for him to run the studio. He asked me if something was wrong but I didn't want to worry him so I just said Sandy and I were simply going to enjoy a few days to ourselves.
Later that afternoon I sat in the outer office while her doctor examined Sandy. After the exam I was called in and sat with my precious wife waiting to hear what the next step would be. The doctor confirmed a biopsy would be necessary and scheduled out-patient surgery at the hospital for later in the week. While we sat there he did try to comfort us by saying most likely it's nothing but he wanted to be on the safe side. We both agreed and I took Sandy out for a nice lunch after we left.
Of course I couldn't show it but I was so worried that trying to stay optimistic for Sandy's sake was one of the hardest things I ever had to do in my life. I drove her to the hospital and filled out all the forms while they prepped her. They let me see her just before taking her into the O.R. I kissed her, told her not to worry, and I would be waiting for her when she came out.
About an hour later my beeper went off signaling Sandy was out of surgery. I was by her side holding her hand as she awoke from the anesthetic. I took her home, called in her prescription for pain medication and had it delivered. For the rest of the day and night I waited on her hand and foot. By the following morning she was well enough to meet me at the breakfast table. Now it was just a waiting game.
Two days later the doctor called. He would not say what they found but only that he wanted to see us both in his office. I didn't say anything to Sandy, but I figured he would have given us good news right over the phone. I started silently praying to stay strong because all I wanted to do was break down and bawl like a baby.
Again we sat side by side holding hands opposite the doctor as he delivered the news. Sandy had a very progressive form of breast cancer and would need to have both breasts completely removed. Hearing the news Sandy collapsed in my arms. My first thought was why, with all the bad people in this world, why does something like this happen to someone like Sandy?
Still trying to stay brave I held her and comforted her as much as I could. The doctor wanted to get the surgery scheduled as soon as possible and said it would be followed up with Chemotherapy and Radiation to kill any leftover cells. He said after that they can do breast reconstruction surgery.
The doctor gave me something to help her rest so I put her to bed when we got home. It was time to start making phone calls. I was not looking forward it. How was I expected to talk about it without falling to pieces?
I managed to get through my conversations with Ron and Kris but asked them to call everyone else. I just couldn't talk about it anymore.
On the day of her surgery the entire family was there. I stayed with Sandy as long as I could, but after the nurse wheeled her into the operating room, I disappeared. I guess everyone was searching the entire hospital for me but no one thought to look in the chapel. It was Kris who figured out where I'd be. When she quietly entered she found me on my knees making every bargain, every promise, and even offering a swap of my life for hers to the man upstairs.
The surgery took several hours, but for me, it was an eternity. I was the only one they would allow in the recovery room with her so after hearing she made it through the surgery okay, the rest of the family went home for the night.
For the next five days, while she remained in the hospital, the only time I left Sandy's side was when Ron would relieve me so I could go home, shower, and change clothes. When I was finally able to bring her home the entire family and several friends were there to welcome her. It was so great to see her actually smile again as so many worked so hard to cheer her up.
Over the next few weeks we tried to live as normal a life as we could but it was hard. The Chemo and radiation treatments were taking their toll. Even with medication to lesson her nausea, Sandy was finding it difficult to eat and was throwing up. As a result she was losing weight, her complexion was losing color, and she was becoming more frail every day.
I was nervous when I had to bring her in for her next checkup. I had been contributing her condition to the treatments, but in my heart I was afraid.
After the exam her doctor readmitted her to the hospital. I was on my way to her room when I saw him walking toward me in the hall.
"What's going on?" I asked. "Why is she back in the hospital?"
He looked into my eyes and I could tell from his expression he was about to deliver more bad news. "I'm sorry, Brent," he said softly. "The cancer is not responding to the treatments like we'd hoped. It is spreading throughout her body. At this point," he paused. "I'm sorry, there's just nothing more we can do."
My grief turned to rage. What the hell do you mean there's nothing more you can do, I thought. I reached out and grabbed the lapels of his white coat and pulled him with-in inches of my angry face. "Now you listen to me, as far as you're concerned that woman in there is the president of the United States, you hear me. She's the fucking president and you're going to save her."
Just then I felt a hand on my shoulder. I looked to see Allen and Kris standing next to me. "We're so sorry, Brent," Allen told me. "But it won't do any good to threaten the doctors; it's out of their hands now."



I let go of the doctor who was still sympathetic and held no grudge for my outburst. "I'm so sorry," he said. He held my shoulder in a comforting way, then walked on.
They stopped the treatments and let Sandy rest in the hospital. I could see her getting weaker and losing ground every day but continued to be the staunch optimist telling her she was going to get better.
On the sixth day I sat next to Sandy's bed holding her hand when she looked into my eyes and asked me to take her home. I called Ron to let him know and arranged for Hospice. By four o'clock that afternoon I had Sandy comfortably lying in her own bed. Ron moved into the spare bedroom. He still ran the studio during the day but was there with me every night to help with her every need.
One late afternoon, only a few days after bringing her home, Sandy asked me to take her out to the swing. She said God had told her he was going paint a wonderful sunset just for her. I picked her up tenderly in my arms and carried her to our favorite spot. I wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and sat down next to her. I put my arm around her and held her tightly as she cuddled even closer into my side.
I don't know how she knew; most of the day had been dull and grey, but that night we watched the horizon light up with the most spectacular sunset I think I had ever seen. I remember thinking that God must have gotten a new set of paints. As I held my love we watched the sun's crown sink into the fading colors. Sandy raised her head, and with a smile, kissed my cheek.
"I love you so much," she said; then laid her head on my chest.
"I love you too my darling," I said reaching around with my other hand and gently stroking the side of her face. Just then a small breeze played a beautiful tune on the chimes. As the heavenly composition fell silent Sandy took her last breath.
We were still sitting together when Ron came home and found us on the swing. My tear stained face told him the news.
A week after my dearest Sandy's funeral I returned to her gravesite. With me I had a long iron rod with a sharp point on one end and a hook on the other. I drove the pointed end into the ground as far as I could next to her headstone until only about eighteen inches was left. Next I hung the beautiful crystal wind chimes from the hook.
"For you my dearest," I said out loud; "so you may hear the gentle rain forever hitting the wings of angels and you will always be reminded of the love and happiness we shared."
For about a month the family decided to put me on suicide watch. Oh, they never said that's what they were doing, but it was pretty obvious. I had someone staying with me twenty-four-seven. Even Kris and Allen stayed for a couple days.
I've heard time heals all wounds...not so, it only allows you to live with the pain a little easier.
Someone once said, 'the circle of life will not be broken.' I guess that's true. Later that year Catherine and her husband Peter gave me another grandson. Not long after that, Ron found the girl of his dreams and took on the title of loving husband.
For a few years I still made an appearance at the studio every day but my heart was no longer in it, so I made Ron an offer to buy it and just pay me from the profits. Of course he jumped at it.
Over the last couple of years my kids had been after me to sell the house and move into an apartment where I didn't have all the maintenance and yard work, but I'd never sell our home...never.
____________________________________________
I found myself still on my stomach as I, once again, slowly became conscious of my situation. I felt my body starting to shake violently as yet another agonizing bolt of pain seized my chest. The odds of me making it were stacked against me. I had no body heat left and I could feel the cold down to my bones. I made another attempt to get closer to the house by reaching up and trying to claw my way another couple of inches but I had no strength left.
Maybe if I took one more short rest, I thought. I closed my eyes and laid my cheek on the icy grass.
Suddenly it felt as if the pain was being lifted from my body; not just the pain in my chest but all the aches and soreness's brought on by age as well. The cold in my bones gave way to an inner warmth. It was as if I had just gone back thirty years in time. I felt a peaceful calm that seemed to take over my very existence.
That's when I heard them, the clear delicate tones of our crystal wind chimes. My whole body felt light as a feather as I rose from the frozen turf.
"Hi honey, I've been waiting for you."
My heart pounded as I looked to my right. My darling Sandy sat on the swing reaching her hand out in my direction. She was whole again. There was no sign of the insidious disease that tortured her last months of life. Her beautiful hair shown like spun gold, her crystal blue eyes sparkled like the stars, and a radiant glow surrounded her entire body. I rushed to her side and smothered her with kisses. I wrapped my arms around her and was determined to never let her go again.
I couldn't begin to describe my feelings at that moment. "My darling I've missed you so very, very much," I told her.
Sandy's smile seemed to melt my soul even more than it used to. "I know," she said softly. "But we'll never have to miss each other again honey...never again. We have all of eternity together my love."
I heard the chimes ring out again as Sandy looked into my eyes and tenderly kissed my lips. "Look," she said as we turned toward the horizon.
You could almost see his hand as God started painting the sky again. It was like a waterfall of brilliant colors cascading into a sea of clouds. There was every shade of red and yellow, pink and turquoise, blue and gold; more colors than I've ever seen before. Every one was lit up from behind making them glow with a richness impossible to explain. It was almost as if we were watching from behind the sunset.
"Ooh, look how beautiful," Sandy said. "And I have the pleasure of watching with the man I love."
Just then, once again, the chimes sang joyously like I'd never heard them before. Sandy looked into my eyes. "Listen," she said. "The last chimes of fall." She stroked my cheek and gently kissed my lips. "It's time to go home my darling."
I felt a joy I had never felt. I was free of guilt, free of all pain and sorrow. My heart was free to love unconditionally. I looked at Sandy with a smile. "Let's go home," I repeated, and returned her kiss.
A cold wind whipped in from the east but there were no chimes to announce its arrival, only the creaking sounds of the empty swing swaying in the breeze.
END
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Sometimes, when I'm working on a long, in-depth story, I get so engrossed that I need to take a mental hiatus. It's usually during one of these cerebral breaks that I come up a short flash story. "Continental Divide," and "He Said No," are two such stories. This is but another. There is no sex so if that's what floats your boat you'll probably want to take a pass. For the rest of you, I hope you enjoy the read, and as usual, I love to see those comments.
Thanks...and now;
Here's what will happen
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I don't know, maybe I should have seen it coming. I knew my wife had been spending a lot of time with her friend, Audrey. I wasn't crazy about that. Audrey was divorced and lived a pretty wild life as far as I was concerned. She was constantly changing boyfriends. I couldn't keep up with them; but then I had no reason to try, I really didn't like her.
Even so, I never tried to come between her and my wife, Linda. Looking back, maybe that was a mistake, I don't know. All I do know is that she was instrumental in convincing my wife to rip my heart out.
Linda and I had been married for seventeen years. We had a fifteen year old daughter, Tanya. Our son, Clay, was two years younger. We lived as I guess most suburban families do. Linda worked in a doctor's office and I was pretty successful at selling computer software. We had a nice home, two nice cars, and a wonderful family life; at least as far as I was concerned.
The first indication I had that Linda didn't exactly share my utopian view of things, was when I came home one Friday night to see her and Audrey sitting at the kitchen table. Audrey looked as smug as ever but I thought Linda looked a little worried. It didn't take a genius to figure out something was up.
"Hi darling," Linda said while standing to give me a kiss.
"Hi honey," I responded, putting my briefcase down and wrapping my arms around my lovely wife. After we kissed, I glanced at Audrey and greeted her with a simple, "Hi."
"I'm going to run upstairs and change," I said reaching down for my attaché.
"Okay darling. Would you like a cup a coffee? Ah," she seemed to be searching for words, "Audrey and I have something we'd like to talk to you about when you come back down."
"What?" I asked figuring there was no time like the present.
"Um...well, why don't you go up and change, honey. I'll get your coffee and we'll talk when you come back down, okay?"
I looked into her eyes for some sign of what it was all about. She was definitely anxious about something. I felt a tinge of fear go through my body as I glanced over and saw the smirk on Audrey's face. Whatever the two were cooking up, I was sure I wasn't going to like it.
My brain went into overdrive as I climbed the stairs. One by one I thought of a dozen different possible scenarios of what I would face when I returned. None of them, however, prepared me for what actually happened.
It took me only a few minutes to change from my suit and tie, into a pair of casual slacks and a polo shirt. My coffee was sitting on the table in front of my chair when I walked back into the kitchen. Audrey was busily chatting away. It almost sounded like she was coaching my wife about something but she was almost whispering and I couldn't hear her that well. They didn't even notice me until I was on the other side of the table.
I sat down, took a sip of coffee and looked at them. "Okay, what's going on? What's this all about?"
Linda was hesitant, and for a moment, froze without saying a word until Audrey gave her a little prompt.
"Go ahead," she told my wife. "He loves you, he'll understand."
Linda lowered her eyes as if she couldn't look me in the face. "Honey, ah...you know I love you...very much, so please don't take this the wrong way, but...um, well I...ah, I want to go out on a few dates with Audrey. Not all the time," she blurted out, "just once in a while."
I wasn't quite sure I understood what she meant by "dates." Whatever she meant the answer was going to be no, but I couldn't believe she was actually talking about screwing other guys. I had to clarify.
"Just what do you mean by dates? Are you talking about having sex with other men?"
"Well..."
Audrey broke in. "It doesn't mean she doesn't love you, Robert."
I was going to cut her off by telling her I was talking to my wife but decided to let her speak. I knew this wasn't my wife's idea, it had Audrey's name written all over it, but I wanted to see if I could figure out how the hell she got Linda to go along.
She continued. "It's just sex, it doesn't mean anything. We were talking and she told me, that besides you, she's only been with one other man in her whole life. That's ridiculous, Robert. I'm sure you've had a lot more women than that. She needs to get out and have a little fun."
I looked back at my wife. "So, sex with me isn't fun?"
Linda finally looked up at me. I tried to mask the pain in my face but I don't think I was doing a very good job.
"Honey..."
"I didn't say that," responded Audrey, again heading Linda off. "But men have different ways of doing things. It's just variety, that's all. There are a lot of guys out there that love their wives enough to let them go out and have a little fun. It doesn't mean anything, Robert. It's just sex. Hell, Linda and I discussed it and decided it was only fair to let you get a little on the side as well, if you wanted."
I looked back at Linda. I'm not sure if it was fear or regret that I saw, but I think she was beginning to feel like this was a big mistake.
"I see," I said flatly. I could feel tears building in my eyes but was determined to hold them back. "Audrey, can you stick around for a little while? I want to discuss this more when I come back," I said rising from me chair.
"Sure," she replied with a triumphant look on her face. I'm sure she thought she had me.
"Where are you going?" Linda asked, finally speaking again.
"I'll be back in a little while," I responded but not answering her question.
I went into my home office and closed the door. Since I was a kid I've always taken a no-nonsense approach to life. Oh, I don't mean I don't like to have fun. I can party with the best of them and I have a great sense of humor, but when it comes to serious matters, I believe in facing them head-on.
I fought more tears as I sat down at my computer and started typing my response to Linda's proposal.
Dear Linda,
I never thought I would be so hurt by the woman I have loved with all my heart for so many years, but when you informed me of your intentions to have sex outside of our marriage, you broke my heart. I know your friend, Audrey is behind it, but your willingness to go along with her scheme has already damaged our relationship and our marriage.
Just to be absolutely clear as to my position concerning your intended infidelity, I categorically state, I will consider any sexual relations of any kind, with a male or female, as a betrayal and a violation of our wedding vows.
To further clarify, sexual relations include any oral or physical stimulation of a sexual manner, either given or received.
Should you disregard my feelings in this matter and continue with your adulterous quest; here's what will happen:
1.)Monday morning, I will immediately file for divorce.
2.)I will contact our parents and everyone we know to inform them of our impending divorce and explain exactly why I took the action I did.
3.)I will sit down with the children and explain the reasons we are divorcing.
4.)Until our divorce is final, I will leave no stone unturned until I uncover the names of anyone you date. If they are married, I will inform their wives. I will have no mercy and no sympathy for them or their families. (make sure they know this before you put them and their families in jeopardy)
5.)Once the divorce process has started there will be no turning back. We will always be connected through our children but I will break off all emotional ties with you and start rebuilding my life without you in it.
My dear, you have a choice to make. Above are the consequences should you make good on your threat to have sex with other men. However, should you decide you would rather continue in this marriage, there will be conditions.
As I have already stated, revealing your intentions for having extra-marital sex has hurt me more than I ever thought I could be hurt. At this point I don't know if I can forgive you or if the damage to our marriage can be repaired, but I am willing to try, providing you accept my terms.
They are:
1)Immediately cut all ties with Audrey. Never again be in contact with her for any purpose.
2)Until I decide different, you will move your belongings into the spare bedroom and sleep there.
3)You will make an appointment with your doctor and be tested for STDs. I will not even consider having sex with you until I know for sure you are safe. Should any results prove positive, I will immediately file for divorce.
4)Consent to putting a GPS in your car that I will access on a daily basis and answer any questions I might have as to your whereabouts without any negative attitude.
5)Agree to marriage counseling.
If you concur with my demands I will try my best to forgive you, but rebuilding my trust will take time and patience.
What you must do now, my darling, is choose. I pray you choose wisely.
Hurt, but still with all my love,
Robert
Cc: Audrey Simpson; Mr. and Mrs. Darrel Hoskins; Mr. and Mrs. Brice Anderson; Mr. John Coulter, attorney at law.
I could hear Linda and Audrey talking as I finished. I knew they moved from the kitchen to the couch in the living room. I wished I could hear what they were saying but in the end it really didn't matter. I had taken my stand and there would be no negotiations.
I went into mail-merge and addressed an envelope and a copy of the letter to my parents, Linda's parents, and our family attorney. I stuffed and sealed each envelope respectively and stamped them. I then made two more copies for the co-conspirators.
I saw them both turn their heads in my direction when they heard me exit my office.
"I'll be right back," I said heading for the front door. "I have something for the mailbox."
"Mailbox?" my wife questioned. "Can't that wait, we have to talk..."
I was out the door before she could complete what she was saying. I walked to the corner and mailed all three copies of my deposition. A few minutes later I was back. I approached both women sitting on my couch and handed them each a copy of my statement.
"What's this?" Linda queried. "Have you considered what we talked about?"
"Yes I have," I countered. "You hold in your hand my thoughts on the subject. I wanted to spell them out in black and white to make sure there are no misunderstandings."
They both tentatively started to unfold their paper.
I carefully watched Linda's face as she read. Tears immediately flooded her eyes.
"You bastard!" screamed Audrey. "What kind of a prick are you? Come on, Linda," she said taking my wife by the hand.
"Shut up," my wife yelled, jerking her hand from Audrey's grip. "He's my husband and I love him. Nobody, including you, is going to call him names in my presence."
The look of shock on Audrey's face was priceless.
"Out!" my wife continued. "I want you out of my house and out of my life. I don't ever want to see or hear from you again...EVER!"
Linda stood and lifted Audrey up by the arm. "This is goodbye, Audrey," she said escorting her former friend to the door. "I mean it. I listened to you and now my marriage is in trouble. Stay away from me," were her last words before slamming the door in Audrey's face.
She turned toward me with tears rolling down her cheeks. "I'm so sorry. I...I didn't mean to hurt you. Yes, I accept your demands and anything else you say. I swear, Robert, I haven't done anything but I'll be glad to get tested for STDs; just...just please tell me that eventually you'll forgive me. I know it will take time but I love you, I don't want a divorce. Heavens, I...I can't even picture my life without you."
"I said I'd try, Linda. I can't promise more than that right now...except for one thing; one slip, if I catch you trying to satisfy your curiosity by so much as standing in the same room with a naked person, it's over."
"I know," she replied sadly. "I know it will take time to convince you, but I have no desire to ever be with anyone but you. I know now, I never really did."
That night I helped her move her clothes to the spare bedroom. For the time being, we simply told the kids we had a fight and were sleeping in different rooms until we cooled off. They were skeptical, I could see it in their faces, but cautiously accepted our explanation.
The next day I went out and bought a GPS for Linda's car. Without her knowledge, I also bought a recording device for the phones. It was a simple little gizmo. All you did was plug it into any phone jack. When a call was either placed or received from any phone in the house, it recorded both sides of the conversation. When the connection was broken the recorder stopped. I set it up in my office and hid the unit behind the filing cabinet...just in case!
Sunday I equipped Linda's car with the GPS and downloaded the software to my laptop. I was hopeful but not assured of our future together.
Linda's job required her to work only four days a week. She got Saturday, Sunday, and Mondays off. Needless-to-say, I kept my eye on that GPS signal all day at work, Monday. She went to the grocery store about ten o'clock, other than that the car never left the drive. I was still very apprehensive and anxious to review the phone tap.
When I got home that night the kids were doing their homework at the kitchen table while Linda was cooking dinner.
"Hi honey," she said rushing over to give me a kiss.
I saw the disappointment in her eyes when I turned my cheek to her.
"Can we talk later tonight when the kids are in bed," she quietly asked.
Again my heart started to beat like a drum. Had she changed her mind?
"Yeah," I answered, already feeling my anxiety.
After supper I spent some time with the kids then announced that I had some work to do and retired to my office, closing the door behind me. I plugged a set of headphones into the recorder to make sure no one but me could hear it. For a moment my heart sunk when I heard the first call. It was from Audrey.
"Hello," my wife answered on the second ring.
"Hey girlfriend, is he at work; can you talk?"
"Audrey, was I not clear the other day? I don't want to talk to you. You are no longer my friend, get that through your head."
"Oh come on, Linda; who knew Robert would take it like that? I had no intentions of ruining your marriage."
"I don't care, Audrey. The first condition Robert had in his letter was that I drop you as a friend and I'm not taking any chances on messing up. If you ever try to contact me again, I will tell everyone that you tried to sabotage my marriage. I mean it, I don't ever want to talk to you again." With that the line went dead.
My heart started beating again. Maybe there is a chance for us, I thought. The next call was from her parents. Wow, did she get it from them.
"Hello," I heard Linda answer with a sigh. I think she thought it might be Audrey again.
"Linda, I just got a very strange letter from Robert. What is this all about?"
"Oh hi, mom; yeah, I made a very big mistake."
"Mistake; did you really tell Robert you were going to have an affair?"
"Well, not quite an affair...you know my friend, Audrey? Well she..."
Before she could go on she heard her dad's voice through the phone. "Who is that? Are you talking to Linda? Give me that phone! Hello..."
"Hi dad," she answered with a shaky voice.
"What the hell is wrong with you? Is this how we raised you; to cheat on your husband? How can you even think of such a thing? I'm ashamed of you. We're both ashamed of you."
I could hear Linda sniveling as she tried to answer him.
"I'm sorry, Dad. I'm so sorry. I know I've hurt you and mom, I've certainly hurt Robert. I'm so sorry."
I could hear her crying harder. Her dad heard her as well. It seemed to quell his anger a little. His voice was a little calmer when he spoke again.
"I don't understand what got into you, girl. I sure as hell hope you told him you'd abide by those rules he put down."
"Yes, dad; I've already dropped Audrey as a friend. I told her I never want to talk to her again. I can't have the STD tests done where I work, I would be too embarrassed, but I'm going to call an out of town clinic and have it done there. I'm also going to be the best wife a man could ever want, dad. I know how lucky I am to get a second chance; believe me, I won't blow it."
They continued to talk a little longer then her mother got on the phone again. By the time they were done, all three were bawling.
The most enlightening call was from Linda to my mother.
"Hi mom."
"Linda, hi honey, it's so good to hear from you. How is everything?"
"Obviously you haven't received Robert's letter yet."
"Letter? No, is everything alright?" my mother inquired.
"Well..."
"What is it, Linda? What's wrong? Are the children okay? Did something happen to Robert?" I could hear panic in mom's voice.
"No, mom; the kids are fine, Robert's fine, it's...well, I did something really stupid and it...it's hurt our marriage. Robert's threatened to divorce me, and..."
"Divorce; what did you do?"
"I...I told him I wanted to date other men," she told my mom.
"What? Why would you say something like that?"
"I...I don't know, mom. It was stupid; I let a friend of mine fill my head with a bunch of nonsense. She's single and she's always going out with different guys. She's got all these stories about having sex with them. She says no two guys do it alike, some are better than others but everyone is different. She made it sound like I was missing out on so much fun all the time. She kept telling me I should get out there and experience what life had to offer. She said she could line me up with as many guys as I wanted; we could double-date. She just kept talking and talking, and like an idiot, after a while I started to listen to her."
"Linda you're married, she's single; that's a big difference."
"I know," my wife responded. "But she introduced me to a friend of hers; a married friend. Her name was Betty. She said her husband let her go out with other guys all the time. She said he loved her so much he wanted her to have fun; after all, it was just sex. The two of them got together and tried to convince me Robert would do the same because he loved me. Inwardly I knew he'd never go for it but I kind of followed their lead. I...I never stopped to think how much it would hurt him."
The pain in my mom's voice came through loud and clear. "Oh Linda, how could you?" she sobbed.
"I'm sorry, mom. I'm so sorry."
"What happened? Did he leave you? What about the kids?"
"No, he didn't leave me. He gave me an ultimatum; dump the girlfriend who talked me into it and give up any notion of sleeping with anyone else, or divorce. We're also going to go to a marriage counselor. He sent out a letter explaining our situation. It went to my mom and dad, you and dad Anderson, and to our attorney. My mom and dad already got it but I figured it'd take another day to get to you guys."
You could hear my mom crying. "Linda, I don't know what to say. I never thought you could be so cruel. I hope for your sake, Robert loves you as much as I think he does. If I'd done something like that to Brice I would have been out on my ass in a hurry."
"I know, mom." Now it was Linda who was crying again. "I promise I'll never hurt him again. I came real close to losing him but I'm going to show him how sorry I am every day for the rest of my life. Please forgive me."



Listening to both of them crying was causing my own eyes to well up.
About ten o'clock that night, we made sure the kids were in bed then sat on the couch for our talk. I was still in the dark as to the nature of our little pow-wow but I could see moisture already building in Linda's eyes as she started.
"I talked to our parents today. Mom and dad got your letter. Boy," she said with a forced chuckle, "dad really let me have it. Actually," she said after a second thought, "everyone pretty much let me have it. Your mom and dad hadn't received the letter yet but I'm sure they'll get it tomorrow so I called to kind of cushion the blow... too bad I didn't think to do that for my own folks. Everybody's so hurt and disappointed in me. Why wouldn't they be, I'm disappointed in myself. I...I just want to say again how sorry I am..."
She wiped the tears from her eyes and continued.
"Also...now don't get mad but I've got to tell you...Audrey called, too. I guess she thought I was kidding when I said we were no longer friends. Anyway, I told again. I told her that if she ever calls me again I'd tell everyone how she tried to sabotage my marriage. She doesn't have many women friends and I don't think she's willing to take a chance of losing the few she has, so I doubt I'll hear from her again."
Even though I knew all about them, I was glad she told me about the calls. I took her hand, smiled, and thanked her for being honest with me.
The following week, Linda went in for her STD tests. To tell you the truth, I never really believed she had actually cheated on me. If she had I don't think Audrey would have been able to keep from rubbing my nose in it. She would have most certainly spilled the beans.
I know HIV can hide in the body for years before showing up but all the other tests were negative so after three months, I finally let Linda back into our bed.
At first our love making was awkward, but Linda was relentless and worked hard to regain what we once had. Even after things finally got back to normal, she would do whatever I wanted and do it with enthusiasm. I think our love making is better today than it ever was.
The marriage counseling sessions helped as well. Audrey and her friend really did a job on my wife. Our therapist made her go over every conversation again and again. Even that Betty's husband got into the act. From what she said, he did his best to convince her that he let his wife play around because he loved her so much. He told Linda that any man who truly loved his wife should be able to put his jealousy aside to make her happy. I really think he was hoping to get into her pants himself, somewhere down the line. One of these days I'm going to have to look that asshole up and personally express my feelings for his assistance in seducing my wife. Between the three of them, they really poured it on thick.
It's been over a year since that ill-fated day and although I've never had the slightest cause for suspicion since then, I still monitor Linda's whereabouts with the GPS once and a while. I also check her phone calls every so often. Once that seed of distrust has been planted it's hard to let it go.
Next month we're going to celebrate her mom and dad's fiftieth wedding anniversary. Looking back at what we went through and where we are today, I'm pretty confident that in thirty-one years and three months, we'll be doing the same.
The end.
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One again, my thanks to Mostera1 for his help. He always makes my stories better.
And now, Weaver.
From the corner of his eye, Weaver caught sight of the big fist thundering toward him. It had been years since he'd fought in the ring and maybe he wasn't as fast as he used to be, but he still knew how to react to a haymaker. He slipped under the wild punch and came up inside with a short, hammer-like left shot to the brute's ribcage.
Stumbling backward, the big man was surprised at the force of the blow from someone so much smaller than himself.
As Weaver plotted his next move, he recognized what he had seen so many times in the ring...fear in the eyes of his opponent.
The large man lashed out again and again, desperately trying to make contact with the smaller man's jaw, but each time, found nothing but air.
Weaver played with his adversary, ducking and slipping punches with ease until the big man's arms became weary. Weaver had, had enough; it was time to put the big palooka away. With a flurry of lefts and rights he battered the man's face and midsection. Finally, with a strong right cross, he sent the bully's bloody carcass flying over a table and tumbling face down to the dirty floor.
Weaver didn't go to a neutral corner but instead stood guard and watched as the antagonist struggled to his feet.
Wanting no more punishment and thoroughly demoralized, the beaten man stumbled out the door.
Damn, thought Weaver, if I keep beating up customers Jerry won't let me come back here anymore. He sheepishly returned to his bar stool.
"Weaver," started Jerry, the owner of the bar. "I know that fight last week wasn't your fault, and I know you were protecting Susie just now, but damn it man, you've got to stop using my place as a boxing ring, it's starting to get a bad reputation."
"I know, Jerry, I'm sorry but Susie shouldn't have to put up with that kind of crap."
"Yeah, I know, you're right, it's just..." he let his words hang as he looked over Weaver's shoulder. "I should probably be thanking you but here comes Susie, I think I'll let her do it for me," said Jerry as he went to go pour Susie's protector a drink on the house.
His body stiffened and he flinched backward as the pretty blond in the skimpy barmaid's uniform planted a kiss on his lips. "My Hero," she said sincerely. "Thanks Weaver, that guy was really getting obnoxious. He offered me money to go out to the parking lot with him and when I refused...well, you saw, he was starting to get physical."
"That's okay Susie, I'm just glad I could help." He spoke softly, then turned back to face the bar and soulfully started to nurse the free scotch and water left for him by the thankful bar owner.
Feeling a little slighted and a bit confused, Susie went back to waiting on her tables.
Sitting alone in the far corner of the bar, Arlene Reynolds witnessed the entire episode, including Weaver's reaction to the pretty girl's kiss.
Arlene had a very stressful job as an upper level executive at Peterson Industries, a private equity firm. Once in a while she'd come into Jerry's Place to take the edge off before going home to her empty apartment. She was a member of the new-age, up and coming power-women of the twenty-first century; the kind you read about in women's magazines. One look told you she knew exactly what she wanted out of life and was on her way to getting it.
Was she gorgeous? Most men would say no, but she knew exactly how to bring out her best features and look attractive. From the way she did her hair, to her make-up, to her attire; it all created the image of a strong, confident, intelligent woman who was well on her way up the corporate ladder. Some guys might even say she was...intimidating.
Every day she worked with people of all sizes, shapes, and personalities; some smart, some extremely smart, and some not too smart at all. It was what made life interesting. Take the guy at the bar, for instance, she thought; she abhorred fighting but admired courage and he sure had that. She watched as he sat staring into his glass as if it were a crystal ball.
She sighed, he wasn't dressed very fancy, probably a blue collar worker, she thought; not really the kind of person that she would normally go out of her way to meet...still, there was something fascinating about him. She couldn't help herself.
"So, what's going to happen next," she said with a friendly smile as she sat on the stool next to his.
"What?" again he spoke softly. "What do you mean?"
"The way you're staring into that glass you'd think it could tell the future, so what's going to happen next?' she repeated while motioning for Jerry to give her a drink.
He chuckled slightly then smirked. "Lady, if I want to see my future I just look at my past."
Well this was starting to sound morbid, thought Arlene. Time to change tactics; I'll work on his ego, she told herself. "I saw you beat up that guy who was bothering the waitress. He was a monster, weren't you scared?"
It took Weaver a moment to answer. "Nah, he was just another guy. I'm not afraid of guys; it's women that terrify me."
"Women," she responded with surprise. "You're afraid of women?"
"Lady, a guy will break your nose, your jaw, maybe a rib or two, but a woman will break your heart ...a woman will break your spirit." With that he stood, threw a twenty on the bar and walked out without another word.
"Well, that was pretty rude," Arlene said to Jerry as he came over to collect the money.
"Yeah, that's Weaver for you. He's not much for conversation."
"Weaver; is that his first or last name?"
"Neither, it's a nickname. He used to be a prizefighter, a pretty good one too, from what I understand. A couple of my regulars who follow boxing got all excited when he started coming in here a while back. They tried to make friends with him, but as you just found out, he's not much of a conversationalist. Don't get me wrong, he's a nice enough guy, he just doesn't talk much."
"Well you can't prove it by me...that he's a nice guy, I mean. I was just trying to be friendly."
"Oh, don't take it personally. I think it has something to do with the fact that you're a woman. Did you see him when Susie kissed him? Hell I thought he was going to run for the door."
"Yeah, I did see that," she replied. "And all that talk about a woman breaking his heart; what's that about?"
"I'm not really sure. Those guys I told you about, they said his wife ran off with another guy while he was training for some big fight. I guess she's the one that broke his heart, and to tell you the truth, I think it's still broken."
For the next couple of days Arlene couldn't get her mind off Weaver. Damn, she told herself, this is ridiculous. Why am I so obsessed with this guy? It wasn't that she thought of him romantically, no one had tickled her funny bone that way since college. No, it was the mystery behind the man.
She tried looking him up on the Internet. She found a hundred thousand ways to weave a rug, but nothing about a prizefighter by that name. Who was this guy? Did his wife really break his heart by running off with another man? Try as she did, Arlene just couldn't shake her curiosity.
"Arlene," Carolyn, her PA addressed her from the door to her office. "Don't forget you have that management meeting today at three."
"Oh that's right, thanks, Carolyn," she said glancing at the clock on her desk. It was already a little after two. She admonished herself for having her head in the clouds and got busy making sure she had everything she needed for the meeting.
As everyone filtered into the conference room Arlene had an idea; Bob Rawlings. She'd heard him talk about coaching kids in some kind of boxing program he was involved in. I wonder if he knows anything about Weaver, she thought.
Before going to her chair she leaned over and whispered in Bob's ear. "Bob, I wonder if you'd have time to discuss something with me after the meeting?"
Bob felt his pulse race. He looked around, checking to see if anyone noticed his heart pounding. Since Arlene started with the firm over three years prior, Bob had a massive crush on her. The problem was she didn't know he existed and he was too shy to really do anything about it.
She just seemed to be all business and not really interested in making friends. Once at a company picnic he took a chance and brought her a piece of cake, hoping to strike up a conversation as she ate it. Unfortunately, with a friendly smile she denied his approach saying she didn't care for cake. Bob took this as a rebuke of his efforts and retreated with his tail between his legs.
Since then, outside of a smile and nod of the head as they passed each other in the halls, the cake incident was Bob's last feeble attempt to win her heart.
"Sure," he said trying to keep his voice from cracking from nervousness. Bob could hardly keep focused on what was being said at the meeting; all he could think about was being able to sit down with Arlene and have an actual conversation. Of course he had no idea what she wanted to talk about and assumed it was work related, but that was okay, he'd take anything he could get.
The meeting ran over. It was nearly six o'clock by the time it adjourned. Bob figured he would have to wait until the following day before sitting down with his heartthrob, but was very pleasantly surprise.
"Bob, I didn't know the meeting was going be that long," she said as they walked out of the boardroom together. "I don't suppose you'd be interested in stopping off some place and having a drink, would you?"
Bob could feel the perspiration building under his collar. He loosened his tie and undid the first button of his shirt. He wondered if his forehead was sweating as well.
"Easy there, big guy," she joked as they turned down the hall. "I didn't ask you to strip, just have a drink with me."
"Huh, oh no...I mean, I wasn't...I,"
Arlene noticed his embarrassment and thought it was cute. She gave him a big smile trying to put him at ease a little.
"Relax, Bob, I've heard you talk about coaching some kids in boxing and I just want to pick your brain about the sport a little," she told him.
Bob did relax. Hell he could talk about boxing all night. They took separate cars to a little bar right down the street. Bob held the chair for Arlene as she sat down. By the time he was taking his seat across the table the waitress was already there, ready to take their order. As soon as she left Bob started the conversation.
"I must confess, Arlene, I didn't think you liked boxing."
"Oh heavens, I don't. I think it's barbaric and stupid to have two guys beat the hell out of each other for money," she said without thinking.
Bob was visibly taken aback. Did she ask me out for a drink just to insult me, he wondered?
When she saw the anger in his face Arlene realized what she'd said. "Oh, Bob, I'm sorry, I didn't mean..." She wasn't really sure how to apologize, especially since that was exactly how she felt about the sport. Just then the waitress returned with their drinks and set them down with her assurance that she'd check back with them in a little while.
"So, if that's the way you feel, what is it you want to know?" Bob asked. Suddenly his little-boy shyness and charm disappeared. He was angry and wasn't hiding it very well.
"I really am sorry about what I said, Bob. Please forgive me."
He gave her only half a smile. Boxing had been a big part of his life. "So what is it you want to know?" he asked again.
Arlene really did feel bad. From what she knew about him, Bob was a nice guy and she had no intention of insulting him. I'll have to make it up to him sometime in the near future, thought Arlene, but right now she had to see if he could enlighten her.
"Have you ever heard of a fighter called Weaver?" she asked. "I don't think..."
"Weaver, of course I have," he answered curtly. "His real name was Chuck Adams. He was one hell of a middle weight, could have been champion; why?"
"Well, I met him the other night."
"Met him," Bob said surprised. "That's impossible; he disappeared years ago. Hell, I don't even know if he's still alive."
"Oh he's very much alive, Bob. I saw him clean the floor with some guy twice his size the other night at Jerry's Bar."
"Weaver? How do you know it was Weaver?" he asked.
"Well, that's what everyone calls him. I assume it's the same guy. I talked to Jerry, the guy who owns the bar, and he told me the guy was an ex prize fighter. He said his wife left him for another guy, is that true?"
"Ah, well that was the rumor but I don't know if it's true or not. There were all kinds of rumors floating around when they cancelled the fight. Weaver's manager said he got deathly ill, then he just disappeared...never fought again; I figured maybe his manager was telling the truth and he died, although I never saw anything about it in the media."
Bob thought for a moment. "Come to think of it, he was from around here. I'm pretty sure he grew up on the north side."
"Why do they call him Weaver?" Arlene asked.
"Because he was always bobbing and weaving; that means his upper body was always in motion. It's harder to hit a moving target. He really was something to watch. He could slip under any punch or any combination of punches thrown at him. The sports writers gave him the nickname."
"Bob, it sounds like the same guy to me. You should have seen him beat this guy up in the bar the other night. That guy tried everything to hit him but I don't think he ever touched him, not once. Finally this Weaver guy started throwing punches left and right and knocked the other guy right over a table."
"Better watch it, Arlene, you sound like you almost enjoyed watching it," Bob said sarcastically.
Arlene knew she had that coming. She gave him a wry little smile. "Bob, I really am sorry for what I said, honest. Let me make up to you, let me buy you dinner."
He thought for a minute. Okay she insulted him, he'd been insulted before, and after all, he'd wanted to get to know her better since he first laid eyes on her.
"No thanks," he said, then smiled. "Dinner's on me."
"So," Arlene said while cutting into her fish dinner with her fork, "educate me. Why shouldn't I feel the way I do about boxing?"
"Oh, I don't think you want to get me started about boxing. I could talk all night about it. Let's talk about you, what do you for fun?"
"Well now, there's a subject I could talk about for at least two or three minutes," she said with a smile. "I really haven't had a lot of fun since moving to Chicago. My folks and my sister all live in Philly but there just weren't any opportunities out there; job wise, I mean. So, when I had an offer to move out here I jumped at it, but I haven't made many friends, not yet...been too busy with work. What about you, I mean you don't really box in your spare time, do you?"
"I used to. If it wasn't for boxing I'm not sure what would have happened to me."
Arlene looked at him as if he had two heads. She just didn't understand how a barbaric and brutal form of entertainment like boxing could possibly help anyone with any intelligence...except, of course, for the greedy slime ball promoters and others who prospered from the cruelty of having two Neanderthals beat the crap out of each other.
"Look," he said when he saw the expression on her face. "I grew up in a very tough part of the city. Between the gangs and drugs, there wasn't much opportunity for most kids in my neighborhood. Half of us ditched school because it was more dangerous there, than in the streets. A neighborhood cop, his name was Brian Samuelsson, saw me just roaming around looking for trouble one night and took me to the gym. He put a set of gloves on me and showed me how to stand and throw a jab. It changed my life," he said cutting off another piece of steak.
"All of a sudden I found I was good at something. I was only ten or eleven years old but it gave me hope; hope that maybe I could actually do something with my life besides grow up selling drugs on the street corner. I started to develop some self-confidence. I don't mean because I could beat someone up, I mean confidence in myself...as a person. I joined the CYO boxing program. That stands for the Chicago Youth Organization. At the time it was run by Tony Zale. He was the middle weight champion of the world twice in his career. He was also a hell-of-a-great guy."
Bob looked up at Arlene. The expression on her face was now one of interest so he continued.
"I was a sophomore in high school when Tony showed me some scholarships available for collegiate boxing. Between him and Brian, they made sure my grades were up to par and I was keeping my nose clean. When it was time to apply, they both wrote letters of recommendation for me. Tony's name carried a lot of weight and I actually won two scholarships. Neither of them were full-boat, but between them I was able to graduate with a B.A. in business administration. From there I got some hands-on experience during a four year stint in the Navy. I was also the Armed Forces boxing champion for my division."
By now Arlene realized just how badly she had insulted her co-worker with her remarks. She was feeling about two feet tall when Bob shot her down even further with his coup-de-grace.
"After the Navy I came back home and got the job at Peterson Industries. Both Tony and Brian have passed away but I volunteer all the spare time I can at CYO to make sure the boxing program didn't die with them. I want to make sure it's still there so other kids can get the same break I did. So now you see why I'm a little touchy about the sport. If it wasn't for boxing I'd probably either be behind bars or in a pine box by now," he said with a chuckle.
Arlene was in awe. She was from Drexel Park, just outside of Philadelphia. It was a very upper middle class community with large homes and spoiled kids. She'd never known anyone like Bob. She was impressed.
"Bob, I'm so sorry...really, I had no idea," she pleaded.
"Don't worry about it," he replied. "A lot of people have the same attitude."
"Anyway," he said taking a sip of wine. "Tell me more about this guy you think is Weaver."
"Well there's really not a lot more to tell...except that he's afraid of women."
"He's afraid of women?" Bob asked knowing he shared a little of that fear himself.
"Yeah, he said a guy could break his nose or his jaw, but a woman could break his heart."
Bob thought for a moment. He had never been hurt by a woman like that before, but on some level he felt empathy. "Wow, that's kind of profound, isn't it. It certainly sounds like this guy, whoever he is, had his heart ripped out by a woman at one time."
"Yeah, I kind of feel sorry for him, especially if it really is this Weaver character. It sounds like he was at the top of his career and then just gave it all up."
Just then she had an idea. "Hey, according to Jerry, he comes into the bar fairly frequently. Why don't you and I stop in a few times after work? The least you can do is let me buy you a couple of drinks and maybe he'll come in while we're there. Would you recognize him if you saw him?"
Of course Bob was not about to turn down an offer like that.
"Yeah, I think so," he responded. "That's a good idea. If it really is Weaver, I'd love to meet him. How about tomorrow night? I'll even let you buy."
Seldom did Arlene have any plans after work. She didn't even have to think about it. "Yeah, tomorrow night would be fine."
They had one more after dinner drink before saying their goodnights.
Bob's heart was fluttering. He'd finally gotten to meet Arlene outside of work. Other than the fact that she didn't like boxing, she seemed like a nice person. He was excited and couldn't wait to be with her again.



Arlene also thought of their evening together as she drove home that night. They had worked at the same place for years but she never took the time to talk to him about anything that wasn't job related. What a shame, she thought.
The following day they had not seen each other at work but just before five Carolyn buzzed, saying Bob Rawlings was on line one.
"Hello Bob," she answered in anything but a business like tone. "I was just thinking about calling you. Are we still on for tonight?"
"Yeah, that's why I was calling. Where are you parked? I'll meet you at your car. I'll have to follow you; I have no idea where this Jerry's place is."
"Oh, okay. I'm parked in the side lot, in the second row. I'll look for you when I get out there. I'm almost ready; I shouldn't be more than ten minutes."
"What can I get you?" asked Susie as Arlene and Bob sat at a table in the back of the bar.
"I'll take a white wine, please," replied Arlene.
"Make mine a light beer," Bob answered. "Thank you," he politely said as the pretty waitress walked away.
Arlene lowered her head and leaned toward her co-worker. "That's the girl Weaver helped out the other night; the one he had the fight over. He almost ran for the door when she thanked him with a kiss. It was so strange; he beat the crap out of a guy twice his size, then looked like he was scared to death of her," she commented lowering her voice so no one but Bob could hear her.
"Geez; are you sure this guy's all there? Maybe he's got a phobia or something."
"I don't think so, Bob. I think he's just been badly hurt. I don't know, maybe he hates women but I don't think there's anything really mentally wrong with him."
Susie brought their drinks and laid them on the table. "Would you like to start a tab?" she asked.
"Yeah, that would be..."
"Hey, drinks are on me, remember," said Arlene as she handed her credit card to the barmaid. "Start a tab with this, please. We'll probably be here for a little while," she told the pretty blond.
"Ah, before you go, how often does Weaver come in?" Bob asked.
"Oh, almost every night," she replied before walking back to the bar to run the credit card.
"Maybe we'll be lucky and he'll come in tonight," Arlene offered.
"I'm not so sure that would be luck," he replied to the confused looking female opposite him. "Then I don't have an excuse to meet you for drinks after work anymore."
A big smile broke across her face. "You don't need any excuses, Bob. I'd be happy to have a drink with you anytime."
Well, that was encouraging, thought Bob. He probed for more information about his lovely date and finally got her to open up. He learned their childhoods couldn't have been more different. She grew up as a privileged little girl. She got almost anything she wanted including a horse for her sixteenth birthday.
They were both so engrossed in conversation, neither noticed the wiry built man who came in and sat at the bar.
"Can I get you another round?" Susie asked.
"Yeah, one more," Bob told her.
"Oh, by the way," Susie interjected. "You were asking about Weaver; he's been sitting at the bar for the last fifteen minutes."
Arlene's face lit up. "Would you ask him to join us..."
"No, wait a minute," interrupted Bob. "I don't want to ask him to come to us, I'll go to him. Can you point him out to me?" he asked while getting up.
"He's the third one on the left," she responded.
"Mr. Adams," Bob said extending his hand toward the somber looking gentleman.
Weaver turned his head to look his greeter in the face. "Do I know you?"
As soon as they were eye to eye, Bob recognized him immediately. He had a little less hair, but it was still brown and cut short. He saw the scar over his left eye that he got in the third round of the Alexander fight and he had the same steely stare that intimidated so many of his challengers.
"No sir, but I know you. My name is Bob Rawlings; it's an honor to meet you."
Not wanting to be a complete asshole, Weaver shook hands before facing the bar again.
"Mr. Adams, I don't want to impose but I would sure be flattered if you would join us at our table."
Normally Weaver would have told the guy to take a flying leap but he sure didn't want to stir up any more trouble in the bar, besides there seemed to be something about Bob that he liked; maybe it was because he called him by his real name. Whatever it was, he decided to take him up on his offer.
"Well," he said sitting down to the right of a smiling Arlene. "If it isn't the lady who thinks you can see the future in a whiskey glass."
Arlene blushed and offered her apologies for bothering him the other day. When she was done humbling herself, Bob picked up the conversation.
"Mr. Adams..."
"Call me Weaver, everybody else does."
"Okay Weaver; I just want to say how much I enjoyed watching you in the ring and what an honor it is to meet you. I've been involved with boxing most of my life. I enjoy watching a real technician and you were one of the best. I'm a director for the CYO boxing program. It's a great organization. Are you familiar with it?"
Weaver didn't answer. He just sat glaring into his glass again so Bob continued.
"Anyway, we get kids from all over Chicago-land that want to learn to box. I'm just one of many volunteers that work with these kids. We teach them the basics in the ring but more importantly, we get to spend time with them. It keeps them off the streets. Most of the kids we get have no real home life. That's why they come to us in the first place. We're able to teach them a lot more than how to box. We teach them about respect and fair play; about self-discipline and being true to themselves. In addition to the boxing, it's also a great mentoring program."
Bob was waiting for some kind of reaction from Weaver but it didn't come. What he didn't notice was Arlene watching the pride in his face as he spoke.
"I wonder if you've ever given any thought to volunteering for something like that, Weaver? The kids would be absolutely thrilled to have someone of your caliber teaching them."
Weaver took a slug of his scotch and water then spoke with a sigh. "No, I've never given any thought to it," he responded glumly.
"Well, it would also be a way of giving something back...to the boxing game, I mean," Bob suggested.
Suddenly the sad figure of a man became animated. "Give something back! HELL, hasn't it taken enough? It took everything that ever meant anything to me. Respect, fair play, huh," he smirked with agitation. "What the hell could I teach kids about that stuff? I'm just a washed up pug who, at one time, thought he was something special."
He threw back the last of his drink. "Look," he said rising from his chair. "Thanks for the offer, but no; I'm not interested. Thanks for the drink," he said before walking out of the bar.
"Well that could have gone better," remarked Bob.
"You got more out of him than I did," Arlene responded.
"I see what you mean about him. I thought sure he'd jump at a chance to get back into boxing, even if it was just teaching kids. I wasn't expecting that reaction at all."
"I don't know what it is, Bob, but when I saw how he jerked away from that waitress after the fight, I just had to find out more about this guy. His reaction to your proposal just now, makes me even more intrigued."
"Arlene it's none of our business. We should leave the man alone. He obviously doesn't want us prying into his life."
"But, Bob, what if we could help him?"
"Help him...how?"
"I don't know. That's why I'm trying to find out as much about him as I can. I won't know how to help him until I know his story."
"What makes you think you could help him, even then? Look, Arlene, the guy's obviously hurting big time. I kind of like him and I'd like to help him too, but by the way he's acting, I think bringing up the past would just mean more pain for the poor guy."
"I can't help it, Bob. I've got to see if there isn't something I can do for him."
Bob sighed. He really thought just leaving Weaver alone was the best thing they could do for him, but if she was determined to try and help he'd at least like to give her support.
"Have you talked to Derick Hoover?" he reluctantly asked her.
"Derick Hoover? No, why? What could he do?"
"He's a trained investigator, Arlene. Hell, he does all kinds of research for the company. He's uncovered shady business transactions, corporate cover-ups, tax fraud...all kinds of things. Maybe he can find out more about what happened to Weaver."
Arlene's eyes lit up with a big smile.
"Bob you're a genius. I never thought of him."
"Just don't get him in to trouble; make sure he knows it isn't company business," he reminded her.
"Oh I will. I'll pay him to work on his own time if he'll do it."
While Arlene took a moment to think about how to approach Derick, Bob took advantage of the silence to think about asking her out on a real date. What he said about boxing teaching him self-confidence was correct in almost every aspect of his life, except one...women. They didn't hang around the boxing ring much. He never had any sisters, and except for a couple frat parties in college and few one-night-stands when he was in the Navy, he had no experience with the opposite sex.
He wanted Arlene to like him and wondered if he'd push her away by asking her out so soon; maybe I'll wait until next week to ask her, he thought, but just then...
"Bob, I want to thank you for all your help." She interlocked her fingers, placed her elbows on the table, and rested her chin on top of her hands as she looked into his eyes. "I like you, Bob. I don't know why I never noticed what a really nice guy you are before now, but I'd like to make up for lost time. Would you like to go out some time?"
"I would love that," he responded trying to hide his nervousness.
"You know where I'd like to go? She coyly asked.
"You name it," he responded.
"To the gym to watch you with the kids," she told him.
Out of all the places she could have named for their first date, the gym wasn't even on his list. He looked into her face. Was she kidding?
"The gym? That's where you want to go on our date...really?"
Arlene gave him a large smile and rapidly nodded her head in the affirmative.
"Just now, when you were talking to Weaver, you looked so proud when you explained what the place meant to the kids. I want to see it for myself."
"Are you sure?" he asked again. "You know it smells in there and some of the kids are kind of rough around the edges."
"I want to watch," she confirmed. "I want to watch you. I want to see how you work with them. Do you ever get into the ring yourself?"
"Sure...well, not to fight anymore. I'll do a little sparring with some of the kids but that's it."
"I want to watch."
He studied her smiling face. She was serious...
"Weren't you the one who said boxing was barbaric?"
"Yeah," she said lowering her eyes. "I did apologize for that. I...I guess...well, it's the way you talk about it. I guess you've made me see it from a different perspective. I'm not saying I've changed my mind completely but maybe I should learn a little more before condemning it."
Again he studied her face, looking for any sign of insincerity. If there was any, he couldn't find it.
"Okay, you got it; anytime you want. You just name it," he excitedly proclaimed.
"How about Friday night; can you pick me up?"
"Sure; seven o'clock okay?"
It always seemed a little strange to Bob. He could step into a ring with some guy he knew was going to try and beat him to a pulp and be cool as a cucumber, but never could he shake his anxiety in the company of a woman.
***
She probably didn't know it but as far as he was concerned, the gym was the best place in the world for their first date. As soon as they stepped inside he started to relax.
For Arlene it was just the opposite. The environment was way out of her comfort zone and she unconsciously tightened her grip on his arm at the sound of the first 'wolf' whistle.
"Hey, hey," Bob spoke loud enough to be heard over the usual noises. "What have I taught you guys about respect?"
"Sorry, coach!" came voices from several locations around the ring. "Sorry miss."
"Here," he said walking her over to some metal folding chairs. "Have a seat. I have to go change. I'll be back in a minute." With that he disappeared into another room.
Arlene nervously sat watching the boys working out when one of them approached her. She guessed him to be about twelve or thirteen. Sweat poured from his matted hair into his eyes and down his face.
"Are you Bob's old lady?" he asked.
"His old lady?" she enquired.
"Yeah, his dame, you know. Is he sweet on you?"
She couldn't help the smile that stretched across her face. She leaned forward and crooked her index finger in his direction.
The young boy leaned in to hear her reply.
"I'm working on it," she whispered. Then she put her finger to her lips with a, "Shhhhhh, but don't tell him."
The boy raised his head with a crooked smile and nodded showing his understanding. "Sure thing lady," he responded before returning to his workout.
Arlene had to catch her breath as her co-worker re-entered the gym. She had never seen him in anything but a suit before. He was always handsome but everyone wore suits in her world. The man now entering the room wore a dark grey, short sleeve sweat-suit. His black wavy hair was messed up and hanging down over his eyes from pulling the top over his head. His chest completely filled out the top of the fabric but hung loose around his midsection. The short sleeves fit snugly around his well-defined biceps.
Suddenly the room of about thirty boys turned as if they were his army and he was their general.
"Okay, guys. Before we get started I want to introduce you to a very special lady. Her name is Arlene and she's going to watch you train tonight so I want you all on your best behavior...understood?"
"Yes coach," sung out his choir.
"Hey coach, does that mean we can't scratch our balls tonight?"
The crude remark brought nervous laughter from the group.
"No," he responded while repressing a chuckle. "But you have to keep them inside your pants while you do it."
Bob's retort brought even more laughter from everyone, including the lady in the metal chair.
He walked over to her. "I told you they were a rough bunch," he offered.
"I'm a big girl, Bob. I can take it. Now you go do your thing and don't worry about me."
For the next two hours, Arlene hadn't even noticed the discomfort of the hard metal supporting her. She watched as the man she admired more and more worked his magic. He cared about and respected the kids; in return they admired and respected him back.
"Okay guys," he yelled while clapping his hands in the air. "Time to call it a night."
His announcement yielded several groans of disapproval from his tired but inspired troops.
"Come on now, everyone hit the showers...now!" he decreed.
As the kids headed for the showers, Bob walked over and sat down next to his guest. It was still early so she happily accepted his invite to go out for a drink when he was done closing up. He had to make sure the gloves and other equipment was picked up and put where it belonged, then grab a quick shower before they could leave.
The kids said goodnight one by one as they left. Bob locked the doors behind the last one.
"Let me grab a quick shower and I'll be right out," he told her.
Bob retreated to the locker room and quickly stripped. He was tired. He knew the kids were showing off in front of his guest; as a result they had given him a good workout. He turned on the shower, adjusted the water, and stepped inside the rising mist of steam.
"Oh God, there's nothing like a nice hot shower," he muttered to himself. He put a generous amount of shampoo in his hand, closed his eyes and vigorously worked it into his scalp. Thoughts of Arlene stirred a daydream and he smiled as the exhilarating water pummeled his muscular physique.
With eyes still shut, Bob stepped under shower head to rinse off, completely unaware of the nude woman who slipped in behind him.
The soft touch of femininity against his water-soaked skin quickened his pulse. He turned and looked into her smiling face.
"I thought you might need some help washing your back," she cooed.
Surprised, he hesitated for a second and watched as streams of water meandered down the hills and valleys of her magnificent figure. His body responded. His male member grew until the flesh was stretched almost to the point of pain. He put his hand around the back of her head and gently pulled her willing lips to his own.
Their bodies touched and Arlene felt his excitement rubbing against her stomach.
As they broke their kiss and gazed into each other's eyes, she reached down and delicately slid her slim fingers down his shaft and along his balls.
Bob closed his eyes and let out a small groan of erotic pleasure. He had wanted this for so long; he wondered if it was really true or just another day dream. Then he smiled knowing it was real this time.
Arlene grabbed a bar of soap and started rubbing it in circles around the hair on his chest. She worked it into a slippery lather before spreading her attentions to other areas of his upper torso.
Bob was in heaven as her smooth, silky hands massaged his tired muscles. Seductively she maneuvered around him, pressing her body to his, slipping and sliding in the lustrous soap suds.
Arlene laid the soap down and clasped her hands behind his head. Again their bodies slithered together in an enticing dance of sexual delight.
"I'm on the pill," she assured him.
Bob leaned against the shower wall for support and lifted Arlene by her waist. She wrapped her legs around him as he lowered her, impaling her womb with his inflamed cock. She moaned as he used his strong arms to move her in harmony with each thrust. Heightened by the slick luster of bubbly foam, their glossy smooth skin adjoined with slippery sensations of lust and passion.
Cries of euphoria echoed from the shower walls as they each erupted in ecstasy. Their naked flesh pressed together through the soapy froth as they held one another tightly, struggling for breath.
"Wow," wheezed Arlene. "It's been a long time but that was worth waiting for."
"Ditto," he replied still breathing hard.
The rest of the evening was filled with food, drinks, and laughs. After dropping Arlene off at her door and collecting a passionate kiss, Bob drove home with dreams of a future with the woman he had secretly admired for so long.
For the next two weeks, the enraptured couple were busy getting better acquainted; no further efforts were made by either of them to contact Weaver. Arlene; however, did have the company's investigator working to solve the mystery of the solemn man's broken heart, on his personal time.
At work, rarely did the happy couple get to talk. Only once had they been able to coordinate their schedules, making it possible to have lunch together. It was Friday and Arlene was looking forward to spending the weekend with her new beau when her PA's voice came over the intercom.
"Arlene, Bob Rawlings is on line one."
"Thanks, Carolyn." Her heart started to flutter even before she could hit the button. "Hey handsome, I was just thinking about you."
"You were, huh. Hell, I'm always thinking about you," he replied with a laugh.
"I hope you're not calling to cancel our plans. I'm looking forward to dinner."
"No, nothing like that; I just thought you'd like to know who showed up at the gym last night."
"Who?" she asked before thinking but before he could answer it struck her. "Wait a minute...no, not Weaver?"



"None other," he responded.
"Oh my God, what did he say? Is he going help you?"
"I don't know. He didn't say anything. I was in the ring working one of the boys with punching mitts when I saw him standing in the corner by the door. By the time we were finished he was gone."
"What do think he wanted?"
"Beats me but I don't think he would've come around if he wasn't at least considering my offer. In spite of what he said at the bar about boxing taking everything he loved, once something gets into your blood it's hard to shake."
"Wouldn't it be wonderful if he started working with the kids like you do?"
"Well, I'm not getting my hopes up," Bob replied. "From just the little we talked, he seems very bitter but we'll see."
They talked a little more about their dinner plans but had to get back to work. Not more than a few minutes after she hung up with Bob, Carolyn told her she had another call holding. It was Derick Hoover, the investigator.
"Derick, did you get something?" she asked with eagerness.
"Well, I wasn't able to come up with much. There must be a dozen different stories about why this guy quit the ring but not one can be confirmed. I did get something for you though."
"What," she excitedly asked.
"The whereabouts of his former trainer, Eric Schaeffer; if anyone knows the truth it would be him."
Arlene felt a tingling all over as she thought about finally uncovering Weaver's mysterious past. "He's still alive? Where; where does he live?"
"Yeah he's still alive. He's retired but he's still alive. He's only in his early sixties, Arlene. He lives about three and a half hours from here in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I was going to call and ask him his version of the story but I thought maybe you'd like to do that yourself."
"I'm not going to call him, I'm going to go see him," she retorted with excitement.
Arlene got the information and asked Derick to keep checking.
"How about his wife?" she asked. "Have you tried looking for her?"
"Yeah but she seems to have dropped off the face of the earth. I checked under her social security number, her married name, and her maiden name...nothing. I checked for marriage licenses, birth certificates, and death certificates...I got zip."
"Well, keep checking, okay Derick? Maybe we'll get lucky," she told him sounding hopeful.
"Will do, Arlene."
After hanging up with Derick, Arlene was going to call Bob with the good news but decided to wait and tell him at dinner. By the time they got to the restaurant she was bursting at the seams and could hardly wait to be seated before blurting it out.
"Guess what?" she started.
Bob knew something was up. He could see she was excited about something from the minute he picked her up. "What?" he inquired.
"Derick found Weaver's trainer. His name is..." her words hung in the air while she dug the information from her purse, "Eric Schaeffer. He lives in Grand Rapids. I'm going to drive up there and talk to him; want to go with?"
The name struck a familiar chord with Bob. "Eric Schaeffer, yeah, I almost forgot about him. He pretty much disappeared too. He was the one telling everyone Weaver was sick."
Bob really wasn't comfortable digging into someone's past like that, especially someone who just wanted to be left alone.
"I don't know, Arlene."
"Oh come one, Bob. I thought we could make a weekend of it; maybe stay the night in a motel along Lake Michigan."
Okay, he wasn't too keen on digging into Weaver's past but he wasn't about to turn down an invitation like that. "Well...since you put it like that..." he countered with a smile.
The years hadn't been kind to Eric Schaeffer. He lived in an old, rundown apartment building in one of the tougher neighborhoods of the city. His fingers were bent and twisted with Arthritis; poor nutrition and years of self-inflicted physical abuse and neglect had also taken its toll on the rest of his body. He appeared to be years older than he actually was.
At first he had refused Arlene when she called asking to talk to him about Weaver, but changed his mind when she offered to pay; two hundred dollars was the settled amount.
Both Bob and Arlene winced as they walked inside the small studio flat that was now the former trainer's world. There was a sour stench in the air and it felt clammy. The old hardwood floor was stained and sticky. On a small table in the corner, next to the only chair in the room, was an empty bottle of Jack Daniels. Neither of them took their host's offer to sit, saying they'd been sitting in the car and preferred to stand.
"Where's the money?" he grumbled while sitting down on the dirty sheets of his unmade bed.
Arlene handed him an envelope containing ten, twenty dollar bills.
The old man coughed with a sick sounding wheeze before counting the money. "Okay, what do you want to know?"
"The real story," said Bob. "Why did Weaver quit the ring?"
"Because of his damn wife, that's why," Eric growled with contempt. "The whore got pregnant with another man's baby and left him. Weaver insisted on having her there at the training camp. We all told him to leave her at home; he needed to concentrate on training for the fight but he was so damned in love with that bitch he couldn't stand to be away from her, not even for a crummy month. Then, four days, four lousy days before the fight she disappears. He wouldn't train until he knew where she went. I finally had to tell him she ran off with her lover. I tried; I tried to get him back in the ring. I told him to make his anger work for him, use it in the ring on his opponent, but he wouldn't listen. He didn't have the heart to fight after that. Next thing I knew he was gone too. He just up and vanished into thin air. I never saw him again."
"Well we've seen him," Arlene revealed before Bob could stop her.
The bent old man looked at her in shock. "You've seen Weaver?"
"Yeah, that's why we're asking about him."
They both could see his body tense up. "Is he...is he alright?" Eric asked as tears welled up in his eyes.
"Yeah," replied Arlene. "He's a little pissed off at the world but physically he seems okay."
A tear broke loose and rolled down his leathery, old cheek. "Tell him I'm sorry," he sniveled.
"Sorry; for wha..."
"Come one, Arlene," Bob said, interrupting her. "Can't you see how hard this is on him? We're stirring up a lot of bad memories. Let's just go."
"But..."
Bob took her by the arm and gently nudged her out the door before she could protest.
"Bob, I had more questions," she told him showing her agitation.
"Look, we found out what we wanted to know. The stories about Weaver's wife leaving him were true. What else is there? That old man in there was hurting big time. Didn't you see his tears? What was the sense of ripping open more old wounds?"
He was right, of course. It explained Weaver's bitterness and his reluctance to have anything to do with members of the female gender. Still, she wondered why Eric said he was sorry. Sorry for what?
Although she knew that question would haunt her, she protested no more. They had a wonderful evening planned in a beautiful hotel right on the lake and she didn't want to ruin the mood.
Their room was on the fifth floor and faced the lake. The sun was low in the western sky and already forcing its glowing colors upon the surrounding clouds. "Oh Bob," Arlene said, walking onto the balcony. "Look at this view. It's breathtaking."
"I agree," he said.
She looked back through the glass sliding doors and saw him standing in the room staring at her. "No silly," she said with a smile. "Not me. Come out here and take a look."
Bob wandered outside and put his arms around her. She laid her head on his shoulder and together they watched as a flaming red sun lit up the sky with luminous colors while slowly descending into the quiet waters of Lake Michigan.
As lights from the surrounding harbor glimmered against the twilight Bob took Arlene in his arms and kissed her. "What do you say we take a shower, change clothes, then find a nice restaurant?" he asked.
"Do I get to wash your back?"
"You can wash anything you want," he replied.
"Ooooh, you have a deal," she remarked.
At dinner, they talked about everything and nothing. Work was the only taboo subject. It was almost midnight by the time they got back to their motel room.
As Bob opened a bottle of wine he'd purchased on the way back from the restaurant, Arlene strolled back out onto the balcony. The night air welcomed her with a warm summer breeze. Below she could hear the sound of the waves lapping at the beach and above, pale yellow light from the full moon shown down and danced a path that skipped along the top of the water.
Almost lost in the fairytale-like setting, she didn't hear Bob approach but felt his presence and turned.
"Beautiful, isn't it," he commented while offering her a glass of wine.
Arlene took the glass and stared into his eyes. What was happening to her, she wondered? She'd certainly had her share of boyfriends but they were really more like fuck-buddies. Never losing sight of her career, she always kept the romance in her relationships to a minimum. If she felt whatever boyfriend at the time was getting too serious she'd cut him loose.
Bob was getting past her defenses; what's more, she was letting him. She held her glass to one side and reached for the back of his head with the other hand. Slowly she gently pulled until their lips touched. It wasn't simply a "pre-sex" type of kiss. It was tender and loving; maybe too loving, she feared. Was she losing control or surrendering?
Neither had taken a sip of their wine yet, but without saying a word, Bob took her glass and set them both down. Reminiscent of an old movie, he swept her up in his strong arms and carried her to the bed.
Arlene felt her heart rapidly beating as Bob slowly undressed her. She tingled all over at his touch. She closed her eyes and allowed his tender kisses to take her away to a land of castles and prince charming. A land she dreamed of as a teenager when she wondered what it would be like to be in love.
Involuntarily her body shuddered as his tongue caressed her sensitive nipples. She was on fire with passion. Her back arched and she wrapped her arms around his neck as he slipped this throbbing cock inside of her. Screams of pleasure filled the room as they came in blissful rapture.
It was only the first of several such loving interludes they would experience before drifting off to dreamland, wrapped in one another's arms.
***
The following Monday at work, Arlene called Derick as she and Bob had discussed.
"Hi Derick," she greeted as he picked up.
"Hi, did you get to talk to that guy over the weekend?"
"Yes, Bob was with me. Thanks for tracking him down, Derick. He pretty much confirmed what everyone said, Weaver's wife ran off with another guy; in fact she was pregnant with the other guy's kid," she sadly reported.
Derick was sorry to hear that. Even though he'd never met Weaver, during his investigation he felt like he was getting to know him. He was hoping to hear some encouraging words.
"That's too bad," he responded to Arlene's statement.
"Yeah," she replied. "I guess there's no reason to keep searching for anything else. Bob thinks we should just let it drop. He says there's no sense in stirring up anymore bad memories for anybody, especially Weaver. He's probably right."
"You don't sound like you're too sure you agree."
"Well it's..." she sighed, "I don't know, it's just that I had such high hopes of helping him, you know. Bob's right though. That old man we saw was actually crying when we left. I guess it's better to just let it go," she admitted.
"Okay, Arlene, if you say so."
"Yeah, it's for the best. Stop by my office with a bill and I'll write you a check."
"There's no charge, Arlene; it was my pleasure," he told her.
She thanked him again and hung up with great disappointment that she was unable to help Weaver. From the moment she decided to make him her pet project, she had fantasized about getting him and his wife back together to live happily ever after. Now she had to face the fact that was never going to happen.
During the rest of the week, Arlene found herself in uncharted waters once again. She wanted to spend every minute with Bob but they both still had separate lives to lead. She found herself feeling jealous of his involvement with the CYO. Yes, they stole a lunch together that Wednesday and talked on the phone now and then, but he spent his week nights at the gym instead of with her. She knew she had no right to be jealous but she couldn't help herself, she wanted to be with him.
Bob felt the same way but he had obligations. He felt responsible for the kids he worked with, each and every single one of them, and he wasn't going to let them down.
Thursday night he was busy in the ring, refereeing a sparring match. He had just blown his whistle to indicate the start of another round when he caught a glimpse of a figure standing by the door. He recognized Weaver immediately. Bob didn't want to scare him off so he just kept doing what he was doing, but he tried to keep an eye on the welcomed visitor.
When he looked by the door again, Weaver was gone, and for a moment, Bob was disheartened. Then he spotted him again sitting in one of the ringside chairs.
Three minutes were up. Bob blew his whistle to signal each of the young boys to their corner.
"You're letting that kid in the green trunks backpedal all around the place," Weaver offered. "He should be cutting the ring short, not retreating."
Bob was elated but tried not to show it. Okay, he thought, be casual. The hook was set but he knew how skittish Weaver was. He learned that the day they met at Jerry's Place. He knew he had to be careful. The last thing he wanted to do was alienate him again.
"Actually, Weaver, that's something I think everyone would like to learn. You were the master at it. Do you think you could come up and show the boys what you mean?"
Weaver sat; such a simple request, but for him it could be a defining moment in the rest of his life. What had drawn him there in the first place? For the last ten years he'd almost lived like a hermit. He had no friends, no one to talk to or associate with on any kind of regular basis. In fact, the guy asking him to enter a ring for the first time in a decade was the closest thing he had to a friend.
Maybe it was finally time, he thought. He couldn't keep living the way he had been.
Weaver stood and slipped gracefully between the ropes.
Bob extended his hand. "Thanks," he said with a smile.
The former middleweight took his hand with a nod of his head.
Bob turned and rendered a mighty blast from the whistle that hung from his neck. "Hey everyone, stop what you're doing for a minute and come over here."
The boys all gathered around one side of the ring.
"I want to introduce Chuck Adams, better known in boxing circles as Weaver; one of the finest middleweights ever to step into a ring."
That was high praise, in deed, coming from the man every kid in the place looked up to. Everyone was impressed. You could see it in their faces.
"Really?" questioned someone.
"Hey Weaver," a young voice called from the crowd.
Bob continued. "I've had Dale and Alan sparring for a couple rounds and Weaver picked up on a problem Dale is having with his footwork. I want everyone to pay attention. Weaver," he said directing his attention back to the sinewy figure. "I'm going to turn it over to you. Tell them what you told me; show them how it should be done."
Weaver looked at Bob with alarm. He wondered if he really wanted to do this. He was tempted to simply walk away, but...
"They're here to learn," Bob told him. "This is a classroom, your classroom, and nobody's better prepared to teach them than you."
Weaver took a breath trying to calm his nerves. "Alright you two," he said, spreading his arms out in the direction of two boys. "Come here."
Both boys joined him in the middle of the ring.
"Okay, you; Dale is it?" The boy in the green trunks nodded. "You're letting your opponent here be the aggressor all the time. He's throwing lefts and rights at you like he owns you, and right now he does. Now you're doing a great job of blocking but you're constantly on defense. Most of the punches you throw are counter punches. Pro fighters wear eight ounce gloves and you can knock your opponent out with a counter punch just as easy as any other, but these things," he said taking a hold of Dale's sixteen ounce gloves, "are more like pillows. You're never going to knock anyone out with them. You have to win a match on points, and in a close fight the aggressor is always going to take it. If you want to win, you have to take control of the fight."
He faced the other boy and took his fighter's stance. "Okay, let me show you. Go ahead young man; come at me like you did with him."
Alan looked over at Bob who gave his approval with a nod.
The fourteen year old aggressor snapped a jab at Weaver's head but instead of moving to the left like he did with Dale, Weaver ducked under the punch while stepping forward and to his right, effectively cutting off the boys charge.
"See what I mean," he explained. "Now he has nowhere to go and he's open for a right hook to the ribs," he said, feigning the punch.
"Oh wow," he heard someone say from his audience.
"Okay, Dale, you try it. When he goes to his left, you go to your right and take a step forward. When he goes right, you go left."
Both boys met in the middle of the ring and again started to spar but this time it was different. Dale was a good student and moved as Weaver had showed him. Within seconds he had Alan backing up.
"That's it...see. He was dancing you around in circles before; now you've got him on defense. You're now in control of the fight. It's called cutting the ring short. Oh, and one other thing. You're very good at using your right hand to block, but it's like using your queen strictly for defense in a game of chess. You're not taking full advantage of your most valuable asset. Your opponent should be respectful of that right hand. How are you going to teach him to respect it if you never throw it? I always preferred slipping a punch or getting under it. That way I can use both hands for offense at the same time."
Immediately he had captured the attention of the young pugilistic hopefuls.
Bob could see the ex-prize fighter was starting to enjoy himself and wanted to keep it going. "That's also how he got the name Weaver," he revealed to the crowd of boys.
"Weaver, do you think you could give me a hand tonight; maybe work with some of the kids in the ring while I help them with the heavy bag?" asked Bob.
"Sure," he said, already showing Alan how to better protect his chin.
For the next hour, Bob watched as the kids lined up to work with his new assistant. Weaver might not know it just yet, thought Bob, but that's what he was. The kids loved him and he was great with them.
As Bob was locking up he offered Weaver use of the showers then out for a drink.
He declined, saying he hadn't any clean clothes but asked for rain check. That night, as Weaver returned home, he grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat in his sparsely furnished apartment. Over the last decade, he had gone through more emotional turmoil than any man should have to endure in a lifetime. After his wife left him for another man, he'd given up on life. Despair, depression, even thoughts of suicide had haunted him time and time again. Loneliness was his constant and only companion. The cruel irony was, as empty and hollow as it made him feel, it also protected him from being hurt again.



He had actually enjoyed himself for the first time a very long while. He liked Bob and he liked the kids, but they were asking him to give something of himself and he wasn't sure he had anything left to give.
The next morning Arlene hadn't even had a chance to sit down at her desk when her phone rang. It was Derick Hoover. After the greetings, he got down to the reason for his call.
"Arlene, I know you said to drop my investigation but...well, I take pride in my work and it pissed me off when I couldn't find anything on Weaver's wife, so I kept looking on my own."
"Derick, please don't worry about it," replied Arlene. "I'm sure it's for the best anyway."
"Arlene, I'm pretty sure I found her."
"What?" she bellowed. "But..."
"Sorry, it was a challenge. I couldn't stop until I came up with something."
"Well...where is she? Have you talked to her?"
"No, I haven't talked to her. I thought I'd tell you first; see what you wanted to do. She's in Peoria."
Shit, thought Arlene, that's only two and half hours from here. But what would Bob say? He was pretty firm about snooping into Weaver's past anymore.
"Are you sure it's her?"
"Well, somebody would have to talk to her to confirm it but yeah, I'm pretty sure. It was one hell-of-a puzzle but all pieces seem to fit. All I had to start with was her married name, Christine Adams. I wasn't sure if she was still using that name, her maiden name, or if she married her lover and took his name, but the easiest way to track someone is through their social security number. That stays the same no matter what name is on it. So, I needed something with her maiden name. I began searching for their marriage license and came up empty. Finally I ran across an old newspaper announcement that said she and Weaver were married in Vegas. I had been looking in Illinois. The paper gave her name as Christine Evans, so I tried looking up all the usual documents; birth certificate, social security, driver's license, death certificate, census records...all that stuff. Again, I came up with zip. Shit, it was like she didn't exist."
Arlene was fascinated with Derick's story. She listened intently.
"I went back and tried looking up the marriage license again, and again came up with nothing. The newspaper article was in the sports section and didn't give an actual date that they had been married. After doing some more digging, I found a Charles Adams who married Kristyna Evanishyn. Did you know she wasn't born in the United States? She was born in Ukraine. She was three when her parents came over with her."
"No, I really don't know anything about the woman except what the old man told us; that she cheated on Weaver, got pregnant, and left him to be with her lover."
"Well it doesn't look like she stayed with him for very long. From what I can tell it's been just her and the kid," reported Derick.
"She must be ashamed of what she did. That's probably why she's been hiding all this time," Arlene said with distain.
"I don't know if she's really been hiding exactly," he responded. "It's just that she has two last names. Her family's last name is actually Evanishyn, but when they immigrated here her dad shortened and Americanized it to Evans. The problem was they never had it legally changed, so although everyone knew them as Evans, all their legal documents, including her social security card and marriage license were under her real name. Once I found out about the name change everything else just fell in place."
"So you're pretty sure you've found her. This isn't just a guess?"
"No, I'm positive it's her, Arlene. Now the question is, what do you want to do about it? She works as a waitress and lives in an apartment in Peoria with her son."
Arlene was thinking about Derick's question when she heard Carolyn over the intercom.
"Arlene, Bob is on line two."
"Okay, thanks," she responded. "Derick, let me think about this, okay? Don't do anything right now. I'm not sure what I want to do yet."
"No problem," he countered. "If you decide you want to see her just let me know. I have her address. Otherwise, I'm going to consider my job done. I just couldn't let it go half finished."
"Thanks, Derick; you are a real professional," she told him. "I really appreciate your efforts. I'll let you know what I decide."
They said their goodbyes before Arlene punched line two.
"Hi handsome."
"Hi gorgeous; how's my favorite lady this morning?"
"Well, right now I'd rather be in bed naked and with you inside of me, other than that, okay I guess." Too bad he couldn't see the smile on her face, she thought.
"That makes two of us, Gorgeous. Hey, can you break for lunch about one? I've got some really exciting news to tell you."
Arlene tried to probe him about what had him so thrilled but he wanted to tell her in person so they made a date for lunch at the dinner around the corner.
At one o'clock Bob stopped by her office to escort her for the three block walk to the restaurant. As soon as the waitress left the table with their orders he eagerly started the conversation with a rhetorical question.
"You'll never guess who showed up last night at the gym."
"Bob, you're like a little kid at Christmas. That can only mean one thing, Weaver."
"Okay, Mrs. Sherlock Holmes; yes, you're right," he quipped.
"Did he say anything this time? Did you get a chance to talk to him?"
"Oh, better than that; not only did we talk, he got in the ring and started working with the kids."
"What?" Arlene's smile now matched Bob's. "Honey, you're amazing. How did you get him to do that?"
"I really didn't do anything. Remember what I said before? Once boxing gets in your blood it's hard to shake. Well, I think he just needed something in his life and he couldn't turn his back on the sport anymore."
The waitress came with their coffees. Bob took a sip then continued with his enthusiastic dialogue. "Honey, you should have seen him. He was great and the kids love him."
"Do you think he'll come back...maybe start helping you on a regular basis?" probed Arlene.
"I sure hope so," he quickly replied. "We talked a little last night after locking up. I'm pretty sure he'll be there again tonight. You said you wanted to help him, honey; well, I think you've done it."
"Me?" she inquired. "What did I do? I didn't do anything; you're the one who's helping him."
"Arlene, if you hadn't cared and started asking me what I knew about him, none of this would have happened. If this works out, he has no one to thank but you."
Arlene smiled with pride and humbly accepted Bob's accolades, but with reservations. Could she close the book on Weaver's life, missing a chapter...a big chapter?
He was training for the biggest fight of his career. He could have been the middle weight champion; why did she cheat on him during such a crucial time in their lives? Was there something more? Maybe if Weaver knew the circumstances...knew the reasons behind her betrayal, he could forgive her. Then he could truly get on with his life; maybe even find someone to share it with.
She wondered if she should tell Bob about Derick's information. What would he say? Shit...she knew exactly what he'd say...leave it alone. Don't stir up more bad memories. But what would be the harm in going down there and just talking to her...?
By the time they got back to work, Arlene was even more conflicted about seeing Weaver's former wife. According to her boyfriend, it looked like the ex-fighter was ready to pull his life together again. Still, if she could just talk to the woman...if only to satisfy her own curiosity? But what would she tell Bob? He'd have a fit if he found out. So..., she decided, I just won't tell him. I'll simply say I'm going to Peoria to visit a friend.
Once Arlene had made up her mind, she wasted no time getting a hold of Derick.
"I thought you might call," he said after answering. "Since this morning I was able to get her phone number for you but I'm not sure I'd call her. It's been a long time and we really don't know what happened. I doubt she'll want to talk to some stranger over the phone about it. I think you'd stand a better chance in person."
"I agree," she told him. "But it's a long drive; I hate to go all the way down there and find she's not home, or at work or something."
"Well, she doesn't make much money and she has the kid to support so I doubt that she does much gallivanting around. As for work, she works four to twelve, six days a week. She's off on Mondays."
"Derick, you're amazing," she said praising him again.
"All part of the job," he humbly declared, grinning through the phone.
"Okay, just one more thing...please, don't say anything about this to Bob."
"Why not? I thought you guys were in this thing together," he responded.
"We are...or at least we were when we talked to Eric, but he thinks we should stay out of it now. He doesn't want to dig around in Weaver's past anymore."
"Ah, I have to tell you, Arlene, I think you're making a mistake by going behind his back like this, but I'll keep my mouth shut."
"Thanks, Derick. I just want to go down there and talk to her. At least I'll know for myself if she's the evil bitch that old man said she was."
"What if she's not," he questioned.
"Well, I guess I'll just have to cross that bridge when I come to it."
Arlene couldn't believe how nervous she was, knowing she was going to lie to Bob. I know what he'd say if he knew what I was going to do, though, she told herself. Things are going to good between us to get into an argument over this.
Her hand was actually shaking as she reached for the receiver. She dialed his extension and took a deep breath to steady herself.
"Bob Rawlings," he answered.
"Hi sweety," she cooed into the phone.
"Hey Gorgeous; this is a pleasant surprise. What's up?"
"I just wondered if you had any special plans for Saturday."
"You mean besides ravishing your body all day?"
"Yeah," she chuckled. "I mean besides that."
"Well, I heard of a new Italian place in Rossmont. I was told the food is excellent and they make their own wines. I thought I'd take you there for dinner. Why?"
"Oh, I'm sure that would be okay. I should be back by then. I'm going to Peoria during the day."
"Peoria; what's in Peoria?"
"Ah, I...ah...I have a friend down there. She just called; she said she's feeling kind of lonely and um, I said I'd go down and visit for a little while. I should be back in plenty of time for dinner, though."
Bob thought she sounded a little weird, but it was hard to tell over the phone.. He told her to just call him when she got back and she promised she would.
That night Weaver showed up at the gym again, only this time he carried a gym bag with some workout clothes. Bob watched as he talked to the boys and explained the finer points of the gentleman's sport.
After closing up, Weaver cashed in on his rain check from the night before. He followed Bob to a little neighborhood bar down the street from the gym. "Zale's?" he questioned, seeing the neon sign in the window on the way in.
"Yeah; Tony's brother used to own the place. When he passed away his kid took it over.
The two sat and talked over a couple beers. Bob was dying to ask where he'd been for the past ten years but didn't dare. Instead they talked about the gym and the kids.
Before leaving, Bob told him what a great job he was doing and asked if he'd be there Friday night. When Weaver said he would, Bob risked pushing a little harder.
"What about next week," he asked, "and the week after that and the week after that?" He wanted to get Weaver signed up as an official coach and trainer with the CYO.
Weaver had already given it a lot of thought. It didn't take him long to tell Bob he'd be honored to donate his time.
***
Arlene rolled on her side and waved her hand aimlessly, looking for the alarm clock. She hadn't opened her eyes yet, she was operating strictly by feel. Her fingers found their target and the incessant buzzing stopped. She pried open one eye; six a.m. "Ugh," she groaned out loud. It was earlier than when she normally got up, even for work; of course she didn't work in Peoria. She showered then fixed some breakfast, put on her make-up, and was on the road by seven-thirty.
All the way down, Arlene couldn't shake the feelings of guilt she carried, for lying to Bob. She had the address Derick gave her, loaded into her car's GPS. As she followed its instructions into the parking lot, Arlene swore the voice was scolding her as it announced her arrival. There's still time to turn around, she told herself with a sigh of uncertainty. But then she'd never know why...
She walked up the stairs to apartment seven and rung the bell. Within a few moments the door opened and a dark haired woman stood inquisitively in the entrance.
"Yes, can I help you?"
She wasn't quite what Arlene was expecting. Based on Weaver's despondency, she had a preconceived idea of a tall, exotic beauty with a killer body, but the woman standing in front of her was a couple inches shorter than she was. She was thin and had her hair pulled back in a pony-tail. She was rather plain looking but Arlene thought it was due to the lack of any make-up.
"Ah...excuse me, were you...ah, I mean...are you the Kristyna Evanishyn who was married to Chuck Adams, the prize fighter?"
The woman's face took on a stern appearance as she sized up the intruder.
"Who are you; some reporter or something?" she inquired with a snotty ring to her voice.
"No, no," Arlene quickly replied. "I'm a friend of his. I just wanted to talk to you."
Now the woman's expression turned wary. "A friend...of whose?"
"Weaver, your ex-husband," she answered.
Arlene watched as the color drained from the woman's face and she suddenly looked unsteady on her feet.
"Are you okay?" she asked stepping into the apartment and helping the woman to a chair. "Would you like some water or something?"
Kristyna nodded; she was feeling light headed and was fighting to keep from blacking out.
Arlene quickly looked around and saw the kitchen. She rushed in and started opening cabinet doors until she found a glass then filled it from the tap.
"Here you go," she said handing it Kristyna.
She took a couple of swallows then lowered the glass and held it in her lap with both hands. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths before taking some more.
"What..." She was still breathing heaving and was finding it hard to talk. "What do you mean you're a friend of his? You know where my husband is; he's alive?"
"Yes, of course he's alive. He's living..." Arlene stopped. This was just what Bob warned her about. She had no idea how evil this woman was or what she was capable of. She ripped Weaver's heart out once, she was not going to let her do it a second time.
"Ah...no, no I'm sorry but I'm not telling you where he is..."
"What do you mean you're not going to tell me?" Kristyna yelled. "You have to tell me. He's my husband; he has a son he's never seen!" She was becoming frantic.
"His son!" Arlene's voice dripped with contempt after hearing the woman's claim. "The way I hear it, the boy is the son of your lover; the guy you were cheating on Weaver, with."
Without warned, the woman jumped up and slapped Arlene hard across the face. In her entire life, she had never been hit; never slapped or even spanked as a child. She reacted with shock and fear. Her eyes widened as she felt the pain and quickly brought her hand to the side of her face.
Kristyna was filled with fury. "How dare you come into my home and accuse me of such filth. Out! Get out of here!" she emotionally cried before collapsing back into the chair.
Almost in a panic Arlene started for the door. As she reached for the knob she suddenly stopped. Something didn't make sense. The woman who was now sobbing in the chair did not resemble the description she and Bob were given by the old man in Grand Rapids.
Again she raised her hand and felt the heat emanating from her cheek as she wondered what to do. She turned and walked past the distraught woman and back into the kitchen. She saw an empty coffee maker on the counter and started searching.
"What are you doing?" sobbed Kristyna. "I told you to get out."
Arlene had already decided she wasn't going to let the woman intimidate her. Now it was time to put her, on-the-job, training to good use and take control of the situation.
"Sit down," she ordered. "I'm going to make us a pot of coffee; then you and I are going to have a heart to heart talk.
Still crying, but not so hard anymore, Kristyna grabbed a box of tissues and sat down at the kitchen table. "Coffee filters are in the cabinet on your left," she said. "The coffee is below you." She watched as Arlene went about her task. After finally composing herself she was able to find her voice again. "Where did you ever get the idea I cheated on Chuck and that little Charlie isn't his son?" she asked while wiping her eyes.
Arlene didn't answer right away. She had questions of her own. She grabbed two cups and started pouring the coffee. "Kristyna, why did you leave the training camp just before Weaver's fight?"
The two women sat and talked for almost three hours. Kristyna's story was diametrically opposite to that of Eric Schaeffer's and both ladies had tears in their eyes by the time they were finished.
As Arlene was getting ready to leave, little Charlie came running in. School was out for the summer and he had been playing with some of the other kids in the neighborhood.
"Hey mom, I'm getting hungry," he announced.
"Charlie, where are your manners? Don't you see we have a guest? Say hello to..." That's when she realized she didn't even know the young woman's name.
"Arlene," she said. "Arlene Reynolds."
"Hello Ms. Reynolds," he politely greeted her.
If Arlene had any doubts about Kristyna's story they were crushed when she saw the slim, brown haired boy with grey eyes.
"I'll fix you something to eat in a minute," Kristyna told her son. "As soon as I say goodbye to Ms. Reynolds."
Now friends, they walked to the door and out of the hearing range of young ears.
"Kristyna, do you trust me?" asked Arlene.
"Yes, I guess so. Why?"
"I want you to give me some time to figure this out," she explained. "I know you've been waiting for ten years, but Weaver's had it rough too and I'm afraid you just showing up with little Charlie could push him over the edge."
The desperate woman reluctantly told her new friend she would wait before coming to Chicago but made Arlene promise she would call her often and keep her up to date with what was happening with her husband.
Arlene was having a hard time keeping her mind on the road as she headed back home. Now she really had a problem. She was expecting to meet the bitch in Eric's story, satisfy her curiosity, and return with Bob never being the wiser.
Obviously, that was no longer the plan. She knew she did wrong and was now going to have to admit her deception. Still, she thought, how mad can he get when he finds out the real story?
Later that night, a nervous Arlene sat across the small table from the man she was falling in love with. She knew she hadn't been very good company. Her mind had been on other things all night. She was surprised Bob hadn't asked her about it. She also knew the longer she waited to come clean the worse it would be. The waiter had just set down their after dinner coffee.
"Bob, I...um, I have a confession to make," she stammered.
"Oh yeah," he chuckled, "and what would that be?"
"I...ah, I lied to you last week when I said I was going to Peoria today to see a friend," she quietly admitted.
Bob's demeanor suddenly changed and he looked at her with a serious expression. "What do you mean, you lied. Where'd you go?"



"I went to Peoria, but...it, ah...look I know you're going to be mad, but I went to see Kristyna, Weaver's wife." She had never seen Bob angry before; that was about to change.
"You what! His wife! How did you...we talked about this, damn it! You agreed, no more snooping, no more digging around in Weaver's past. What the hell, Arlene. Jesus!" he exclaimed, trying to hold down his voice. "For the first time in ten years, the poor guy's just starting to join the living again, and you..."
"Bob, please...let me explain. It's not like his trainer said. She loves him, she wants to come to Chicago and be with him."
Bob couldn't believe what he was hearing. How could she do this?
Arlene saw his brow furrow. There was real anger behind his eyes and his words.
"I don't believe this. What the hell is wrong with you? Hasn't he suffered enough? No...you had to go behind my back and find the one person in the whole world who can make him suffer even more. The one person who ripped out the heart of one of the nicest guys I know."
Arlene knew he was going to be pissed but she wasn't expecting his anger to reach the level it did. "Bob," she implored, "will you listen to me, please? The boy is his, I saw him, there's no doubt about it, Weaver has a son."
That caught Bob by surprise but after everything he'd heard about Weaver's ex, he wasn't going to be so easily convinced.
"What do you mean, there's no doubt. You don't know he's Weaver's kid. How could you? What...you're going tell me you saw their DNA charts or something?"
Arlene wasn't sure if he was so angry because she went behind his back or if he was afraid Weaver would be hurt more than he already had been. She suspected it was both, but she had to make him see that she was right to do what she did. She was sure everything was going to turn out for the best.
"Oh Bob, just one look; he has Weaver's build, his hair, and he has the same grey eyes. I'm telling you, Bob, all you have to do is look at him. His name Charles too, but she calls him Charlie."
Bob didn't want to listen to anymore; he was aggravated and disappointed. The waiter had already run his credit card. He signed the restaurant's copy of the receipt and added the tip. "Come on," she said, abruptly standing, "let's get out of here."
The ride back to Arlene's apartment was a quiet one. She looked out the side window to prevent Bob from seeing the moisture in her eyes. She knew her feelings for Bob were stronger than she'd ever felt for anyone, but she hadn't realized how strong they were until she was faced with the possibility of losing him.
Always the gentleman, he walked her to her door but declined her offer to go inside.
"I'm sorry, Bob. I'm sorry I lied to you, but..."
"Me too," he said without letting her finish. "I...I had high hopes for us, Arlene; now I'm not so sure. I can't even think about having a relationship with somebody I can't trust; someone who lies to me and goes behind my back."
He saw the tears in her eyes as he spoke but there was nothing he could do about it. He shook his head with sadness, turned, and walked back to his car.
That night, Arlene cried herself to sleep.
The following Monday, Arlene's phone rung bright and early once again as soon as she got into the office. She knew before picking it up, it was Derick.
"Good morning, Arlene." His greeting was cheery, not at all like her reply.
"Hi Derick."
"Ah oh, from the sound of you voice it didn't go too well. What happened, wasn't she home?"
"No, no, she was home. We had a long talk," she said as she started to tell Derick about Kristyna's story.
Derick listened with interest but could tell by the flatness in her voice, that something was wrong. He waited until she finished. "Arlene, there's something wrong; what is it? Maybe I can help."
"I don't think there's anything you can do this time, Derick. She wants to come to Chicago. She wants him back. Bob would find out what I did sooner or later so I told him about it last Saturday, at dinner."
"Oh-boy," he commented.
"Yeah, oh-boy. I thought the good news would outweigh the bad but he was still pissed. I...I don't know, Derick," she said as she started crying again. "I think I've lost him."
"I knew you were going to get into trouble. I know Bob, he respects strength but he hates dishonesty. You would have been better off telling him you were going and if he didn't like it he could lump it, rather than lie to him."
"I know, it's just...I..." she sniffled. "I wasn't expecting this. I figured she was going to be a bitch. All I wanted to do was see if she'd tell me why she dumped Weaver. I thought if I knew the whole story I might be able to tell him something that would help him get over her."
"I know, Arlene. You're intentions were honorable; it's just the way you went about it. You want me to talk to Bob, see if I can smooth some feathers?"
"Thanks Derick, but I created this mess, I should be the one to fix it. I'll keep your offer in mind though...for a last resort, if that's okay. I can't lose him, Derick, I just can't. I love him."
"I know you do, and the best thing you have going for you is that he loves you too."
"Really, Derick. Do you know that for sure?" she queried with some hope.
"I know that for sure," he confirmed.
Later that night Weaver was already at the gym when Bob walked in. He briefly watched as the former pro-fighter passed on the knowledge and skills he'd learned from years of experience in the ring. Bob took great satisfaction in knowing he was, at least, partially responsible for the look of pride behind Weaver's time-weary eyes.
Even after countless hours of thought and meditation over the weekend, Bob had no idea what to do about the trouble Arlene had stirred up. Why did she have to poke her nose into it, he angrily asked himself. After ten years of misery, the tortured soul of a man was just starting to enjoy life again; and now...
"Hey coach," a young voice came from behind him. "Is Weaver going to stick around? He's a pretty neat guy."
Bob turned and smiled. It was the first time he had smiled since Saturday night. "Yes, Jimmy, I'm hoping he'll stay permanently."
"Yeah!" was Jimmy's exuberant reply.
Over the next three weeks, Bob watched Weaver's miraculous transformation. Two or three nights a week they would go out for a beer after closing the gym. They talked about the boys, mostly. It was during one of those talks that Bob saw Weaver smile for the first time.
Every night Weaver was becoming more involved with the program; that meant not only teaching the mechanics of the sport, but being concerned with the boy's lives as well. Sometimes, over a beer, he would ask Bob about a certain boy's family life or aspirations for the future and Bob never disappointed him by not knowing.
A bond was developing between the two men, a bond of trust, loyalty, and friendship; a bond Bob prayed would not be broken. He wondered if he was already betraying that friendship by not telling Weaver about his ex-wife. Even with the transformation, Bob knew his friend's past still loomed just under the surface.
Meanwhile Arlene had her own problems. She had not talked to Bob since the night he left her standing in front of her door. She deeply regretted lying to him but would not let that derail her from her quest. She was convinced in Kristyna's love for her husband and knew in her heart they belonged together.
As each week passed, Arlene could hear the woman becoming more and more desperate in their phone conversations. She made a promise to Kristyna but had no idea how she was going to keep it. There was no way she would go behind Bob's back again. She still prayed he would come back to her, but one more betrayal and she knew that would never happen.
She had just finished talking to a growingly impatient Kristyna again and was almost in tears from not knowing what to do, when fate fell into her lap.
"Arlene, Bob is on line one," she heard over the intercom.
Arlene literally dove for the phone. "Bob," she exclaimed. "Bob, I'm so happy you called."
"Don't get too excited," he flatly said, taking the wind out of her sails. "I'm just calling for that Kristyna's address. You said she lived in Peoria, right?"
"Yes, but what do you want with her address?"
"I want to go down there and talk to her."
Arlene could tell by the inflection in his voice that he hadn't changed his mind. He still believed Weaver's ex to be an evil woman who would hurt him again if given the chance. What did he want to talk to her about, she wondered? He wouldn't threaten her; that wasn't his style, but he might try to talk her into leaving Weaver alone. Suddenly she saw this as an opportunity.
"Bob, I won't give you her address but I will drive you down to see her," she stated.
Bob sighed. He knew Derick had to be the one who found Weaver's ex. He could just call him and get the address that way; truth was, he missed Arlene and this gave him the perfect opportunity to spend some time with her without having to swallow his pride.
"Alright, fine, you win," he relinquished. "We'll take my car. I'll pick you up Saturday morning."
"Make it eight," she replied. "I'll call and let her know we're coming so she'll be sure to be home."
As Bob hung up he still wasn't sure he was doing the right thing. Again he cursed Arlene's involvement. Why the hell did everything have to be so damned complicated, he asked himself?
Saturday morning, everything was very platonic when Bob picked Arlene up at her apartment. There were no tearful reunions. She knew better than to try and kiss him or show any affection. She was just glad for the opportunity to be with him and to be able to apologize one more time.
They had been riding in silence for the first half-hour before Arlene finally gathered her courage.
"Bob, at the risk of you stopping and making me walk home, I want to tell you again how sorry I am. I should have never lied to you."
He was silent for several moments. "We talked about it," he finally countered. "After talking to Eric, you agreed we should let it go. Then you went behind my back and did exactly what we both agreed we shouldn't do. How the hell am I supposed to trust you again after something like that?"
Before she had a chance to speak, he continued.
"Then, to make matters worse, you turn around and want to bring her back into Weaver's life. I don't care what she told you, she tore that man's heart out. You saw him; he had absolutely nothing to live for. Well you should see him now. You wouldn't recognize him. He actually smiles sometimes. He jokes around with the kids and they love him. He's a new man with a new outlook on life and you want to take a chance on destroying that all over again. I can't let that happen, Arlene, I won't let it happen."
Arlene got worried with his last statement. "What do you intend on doing when we get there?"
"I'm hoping to talk her out of contacting him. You say she loves him, we'll see. If she loves him she'll leave him alone and let him get on with his life."
"But..." Arlene stopped herself. She knew she wouldn't be able to convince him that Kristyna truly loved her husband, but she prayed Kristyna would. What she could do was work on her own problem.
"Bob, I'm sorry for lying to you but I really thought I could help. I believe the reason Weaver is having such a hard time is because he never got any answers. He never got closure. I thought that if I could talk to Kristyna woman to woman, got her side of the story, she might say something that could help Weaver."
"Like what?" asked Bob.
"I don't know...maybe nothing, but I wouldn't know until I talked to her. I believed Eric's story too. I figured she was probably every bit the bitch he made her out to be, but maybe, just maybe she had some other reason for running off; something that could ease some of Weaver's pain. I wouldn't know unless I talked to her."
She looked over at Bob and could see by his face that he didn't think much of her idea, but she wasn't going to give up.
"Bob, I knew you wouldn't want me to talk her but I really didn't see how it could hurt. If I came back with something that could help Weaver, fantastic; if not, well, no harm no foul. Nobody would even know I went. Then, after I talked to her, I knew I had a problem."
"That's just it, Arlene, it's not YOUR problem, it's Weaver's. You created it but he's the one who'll have to deal with it; and you're wrong about nobody getting hurt. He's going to get hurt...again!"
Arlene didn't say anything. She knew nothing she said was going to change his thinking. All she could do now was to give Kristyna a chance. She was relieved at his next statement.
"Let's not talk any more about it," Bob said, shaking his head. He turned on the radio and the last hour of their trip was spent listening to rock and roll.
When they approached Kristyna's apartment door, Bob rang the bell. A moment later a young boy opened the door. "Hello, Ms. Reynolds. Come on in. Mom is in the kitchen."
"Hi, Charlie. This is Mr. Rawlings, he's a friend of mine."
Charlie immediately stuck out his hand. "It's nice to meet you, Mr. Rawlings."
Bob shook his hand. "Hey, that's a pretty firm handshake you have there, Charlie."
The lad smiled. "Thanks," he said proudly. "Mom said you guys were coming to talk and that I should make myself scarce. She's making coffee in there," he said pointing in the direction of the kitchen. "I'm going out to play. With that he headed toward the door. "Bye," he said on his way out.
Bob wasn't sure what he expected but it wasn't that. Charlie was polite and respectful. Maybe he figured any woman who would do what she did to Weaver would bring her kid up to be just the opposite. Just then Kristyna appeared in the doorway to the kitchen. So far the whole experience wasn't what Bob imagined. She wasn't the tough, hard looking woman he'd envisioned. Although he could see she wasn't a woman of leisure, her face was kind...almost naïve with maybe a little fear in her eyes.
She looked at Arlene with a nervous smile. "Hi Arlene," she said as they both gave each other a slight hug. She approached Bob with her hand extended. "Mr. Rawlings, it's nice to meet you. Arlene called and said she was bringing someone else who knows my husband."
Bob smiled guardedly as he took her hand. He wondered how much she knew about his true purpose for being there. What did Arlene tell her?
Kristyna was definitely anxious; there was no hiding it. She poured the coffee and joined her two visitors at the table.
"Mr. Rawlings," she started. "I know why you came. Arlene said you were going to try and discourage me from seeing my husband. For the last ten years I've had no idea where he was or even if he was alive or dead. If he was alive, I couldn't understand why he would abandon me and our child...although," she pondered for a second, "I wasn't even sure he knew about the baby. I never got a chance to tell him. I knew nothing of the lies he was told until Arlene's visit a few weeks ago. Please, now that I've found him, you can't expect me to give him up again. You couldn't possibly be so cruel."
"Mrs...ah...I'm sorry, I don't even know what to call you. Did you ever divorce him?"
"No, and as far as I know he hasn't divorced me either," she told Bob.
"Yeah, I doubt that he ever filed for a divorce. I don't think it's ever even crossed his mind," Bob corroborated.
Bob took a sip of coffee and thought about how he wanted to proceed with what he had to say. "Look...Mrs. Adams, I'm not trying to be cruel. I'm sure the last ten years have been very hard for you, but..."
"Hard! You have no idea what hard is, Mr. Rawlings. Before he was born, I almost lost my baby twice from the stress of not knowing what happened to my husband. When he disappeared I was frantic. I called everyone I knew to try and find out where he was but no one would talk to me. I cried night and day for months. After Charlie was born, DCFS was going to take him away. I was diagnosed with clinical depression in the hospital and they said I couldn't care for him by myself; they considered me an unfit mother."
That brought a tear to her eye that she quickly wiped away, then continued.
"I had a friend down here who said she would help, so before they could come and take my baby, I left Chicago and came to Peoria. I used my maiden name to make it harder for them to track me. My friend helped me get a job as a waitress where she worked. We split shifts so one of us could stay home with the baby while the other was working. It took me three years to pull my life together; three years of crying, three years of praying. Finally I gave up. I accepted the fact that I would never see Chuck again. He would never meet his son. Now you come here and tell me you know where he is but you don't want me to see him; how can you even ask such a thing?"
Bob looked deeply into her eyes. As far as he could tell, she was sincere. He looked at Arlene who had an, 'I told you so,' expression. He just didn't understand; nothing made sense.
"Why did you tell Eric Schaeffer you were running away with your lover? Why did you tell him you were carrying another man's baby?"
"I didn't," she said emphatically. "I didn't; I have no idea where he came up with those lies," she cried.
Two cups of coffee each, and an hour later, Kristyna finished retelling her story to Bob. He really didn't know what to think anymore. Listening to Arlene tell the story and watching the emotion with which Kristyna told it were two different things. He was leaning toward believing her. Even if he did though, it didn't make any difference. He was still convinced Weaver might take off again at the mere mention of her name.
Kristyna could see the conflict in his face. "Mr. Rawlings, I know you and Arlene have Chuck's best interest at heart, but Charlie deserves his father and Chuck deserves to know he has a son. Arlene said he believed those lies they told him. It hurts knowing he could believe that about me but I will not judge him for it. I can't even imagine what he's been going through all these years and I understand you don't want to hurt him anymore, but I will tell you what I told Arlene; if you don't find some way to tell him about Charlie and me, I will go up there and find him, myself. If he refuses to believe me and would rather believe the lies, I can't do anything about it, but Charlie deserves to know his dad!"
On the ride back, Bob was quiet. Arlene waited for the first twenty minutes before saying anything but she just couldn't take it any longer.
"Well...do you believe her?"
"I don't know," he replied. "Whether it's the truth or not, I think she believes what she's saying."
"Oh Bob, come on! You really think she made it all up, then convinced herself it's true?"
"Arlene, at this point who knows what really happened. It sounds to me like she may have had a complete mental breakdown. Our minds can play tricks on us. Maybe the guy she ran away with dumped her and she couldn't take it. Maybe she couldn't deal with it and her mind blocked out the trauma of reality."
"Bob, that's a lot of 'maybes,'" commented Arlene.
"It can happen. Hell, if she's been telling herself that stuff for ten years, it's not hard to see how she could start believing it. Her story just doesn't add up. She says she didn't tell Eric she had a lover, but if that's true, where did he get the idea? Weaver was like a son to him. He had to know how much the guy loved his wife; how much it would hurt him to know she was cheating on him. Eric wouldn't say something like that if he didn't believe it...and what about that part where she said someone had gotten into their apartment while she and Weaver were at the training camp. She said there was stuff broken and scattered all around when she got home but nothing was stolen. Who would break into their apartment and not steal anything? None of it makes sense, Arlene."



"Well I believe her," Arlene stubbornly avowed.
Bob sighed. "I don't know. I wish I could talk to Weaver about it; get his side of the story but I don't dare bring it up. He's come so far. We're really getting to be good friends. For the first time in ten years he's happy. I hate to do anything to destroy that."
The next two weeks were down right torturous for Bob. He had too much on his mind. He was constantly nervous, his stomach was tied in knots so he had trouble eating and at night he couldn't stop the wheels from turning long enough to get to sleep.
He was still pissed at Arlene for lying to him. He was in love with her and was hoping for a life-time commitment, but now he wasn't sure. Yes, he thought, it was a small lie but it was still a lie and now look at the trouble caused in the wake of it.
That was the other thing, what to do about Kristyna? She had a point, Weaver should know he has a son...but is it his son? Charlie had Weaver's features but how could he be sure? Was her story true or was it the fantasies of a disturbed mind. Or, worse yet, did she have an agenda of some kind?
On top of everything else, he was given a big, important project at work. He was about at his wit's end and it was starting to show.
"Hey coach, can you help me with that 1-2-3-2 combination?...Coach? Coach!"
"Huh, oh I'm sorry Tommy. What did you say?"
"I asked if you could help me work on that 1-2-3-2 combination. Are you okay, coach? I can get Weaver to help me if you can't."
"No, no, Tommy. I'm sorry; I just have a lot on my mind. Give me a minute to get a drink of water and I'll meet you by the heavy bag."
"Okay coach," responded the young man.
Weaver was not more than ten feet away, helping another young man tie the laces on his gloves and witnessed the exchange between Bob and Tommy. It didn't take a psychoanalyst to see something was bothering his one and only friend. He had never seen Bob give the kids anything but a hundred and ten percent. Later that night Weaver and Bob sat opposite each other at a table in Zale's.
"Here you go, boys," a waitress said as she sat two beers down in front of them.
Maybe Weaver wasn't the surly, grief stricken man he was a few months prior, but he was still not one to mince words. "What the hell's wrong with you, Bob? Lately you've been acting like a kid who's lost his dog. What's the problem?"
At first Bob didn't want to say anything, but quickly gave it a second thought and wondered if it just might be the opportunity he was looking for. He knew he'd have to proceed with caution, though.
"Ah, woman problems," he said. He could almost hear the lump form in Weaver's throat.
It had been a while since Weaver had given any real thought to his past but just his friend's mention of having woman troubles stirred up some of the hurt again. He took a deep breath. The last several months had helped him in more ways than even he had realized. "The pretty lady who thinks you can see the future in a whiskey glass?" he asked.
Bob just slowly nodded.
"What happened? She dump you?"
"No, no, nothing like that...it's, well, actually I'm thinking of dumping her. She lied to me about something and if there's one thing I hate, it's to be lied to."
"I see," commented Weaver. "Of course I don't know anything about the situation or what the lie was about, but everybody lies now and then. You have to look at it from all sides, the components that went into it, the reasons behind it. Was the lie told to benefit her selfishness, or was it to spare you discomfort in some way? Yeah, lying is a bad thing but nothing is black and white, Bob."
He took a swig from his beer bottle before proceeding. "Do you love her?"
Again, Bob nodded. "Yeah, Weaver, I do. I...it's just that trust is so important to me and now I'm not sure I can trust her."
Weaver chuckled. "Hell, when it comes to trust there are no guarantees, my friend. Trust me when I say that," he chuckled again. "Shit, I would have trusted Kris with my life and look what happened there." His voice drifted off in a sad monotone as he sighed and stared down at the table. It was the first time he'd spoken her name out loud since it all happened.
Bob was also surprised when he heard his friend speak her name. Just looking, it was obvious the wounds he bore where still there.
After a few seconds of silence, the ex-middle weight looked back up at his friend. "Look Pal, when it comes to being hard hearted about women you're looking at the king. Don't be like me. Part of love is forgiveness...within reason, of course," he qualified after a brief moment of thought.
"Life can be a lonely place when you don't have anyone to share it with. If you love her and she loves you, don't let a little lie come between you. Go get her. Tell her you love her. Don't spend your life alone like me. I do it because I have no choice, but if you throw her away, you're a bigger fool than I ever was," he said staring at Bob while he took another hit of brew.
Bob still wasn't sure he should say anything further but he didn't know if he'd ever get another chance; and since Weaver was the one to bring up her name...he was going to go for it.
"Weaver, if Kris walked in here right now, what would you say to her?"
"I'd ask her why," he replied without a second's thought. "That's all, just why."
That night Bob didn't sleep a wink. He could give Weaver the opportunity to ask his question, but could he handle the answer? Could he handle seeing her again? From their conversation, it was clear that Weaver was not happy being a solitary man. If only he could look into Kristyna's soul...
Shortly after nine the next morning Arlene looked up from her desk. "Bob," she uttered with surprise. She hadn't seen or heard from him since they'd come back from Peoria.
"I don't know if I'm doing the right thing or not, but why don't you call Kristyna and see if she can make arrangements to come up."
"Bob, you mean it? That's great! What changed you mind?" she eagerly asked.
"I had a talk with Weaver last night. I asked what he'd say to Kristyna if he had the chance. He said he'd ask her one question...why. You could still see his pain as he spoke about her, but I think he deserves the chance to ask her that question."
Since he had mellowed about Kris she couldn't help but wonder... "Does this mean you forgive me?"
"No, Arlene, it doesn't mean that at all. You went behind my back to do something you knew I didn't approve of, then lied to cover it up."
The hopeful look on her face lost its radiance and was replaced with a look of sadness again.
Her expression was not lost on Bob. He saw the sorrow in her eyes and the slump of her shoulders. He could almost feel her anguish from where he was standing but he had to impress upon her how he felt about her deceit...still, he wasn't made of stone, and his own heart was breaking as well. He walked over and sat in a chair opposite her desk.
"Look, I know your intentions were good," he told her. "But if I'm going to give my heart to someone, I have to know that person will be honest and loyal to me. It might sound like something out of a Boy Scout manual but when I devote my life to someone I expect the same in return."
"Bob, I...I understand. I let you down."
"Yes you did, Arlene..."
"Give me another chance...please? I...I know I shouldn't have lied to you. We were getting along so well and I didn't want to take a chance on getting into our first argument..."
"I would have preferred an argument to a lie," he said, breaking in.
"I know. Derrick told me the same thing. I should have never lied to you and I promise never to do it again. Please give me another chance."
"We'll talk about it," he said with a sigh. "In the meantime, why don't you call Kristyna and see if she can make arrangements to come to Chicago for a day or two. See if she can bring Charlie too. I'll spring for a motel room for them."
"You don't have to do that. I have a spare bedroom. They can stay with me," Arlene told him.
"Okay," he said, standing up again and heading toward the door. "Tell me when they're coming."
Two hours later Bob's secretary told him Ms. Reynolds was on line one.
"Hello."
"Bob, she'll be here tonight."
"Wow, she's not wasting any time, is she."
"No. You should have heard her. She literally broke out in tears when I told her. How are we going to do this? How are we going to get them together...where and when?"
Bob told her his plan.
The next night everything was in place. After a good night at the gym, Bob and Weaver sat in Zale's bar casually talking over a beer. Outside, in the parking lot, Arlene and an extremely nervous Kristyna sat waiting for the signal. Arlene had arranged for a friend to stay with Charlie.
Bob took advantage of a brief lull in the conversation. "Weaver, the other night you said, if you could talk to your wife you'd ask her why." He took a deep breath to gather his courage. "What if I could arrange that for you?"
Weaver looked into the worried face of his friend. He had no idea why he would ask such a question but he'd answer it anyway.
"I'd be in your debt forever, my friend," he said with sadness.
Bob hit the 'send' button on his phone and the one word text was sent. "Okay."
"I sure hope you mean that because you're going to get the chance," Bob apprehensively explained.
A moment later Weaver's eyes filled with tears and his heart beat like a drum as he looked into the face of the woman who had left him a shattered mess ten years prior. "Kristyna," he whispered.
Her legs were almost too weak to hold her up. Her entire body trembled. She never thought she'd see him again. It was like staring into the face of a ghost. "Oh, Chuck," she replied, barely able to speak.
Arlene wrapped her arms around the traumatized woman to help hold her up.
For a second the two just stared at one another.
Bob stood and offered Kristyna his chair. Arlene helped her sit down.
"Arlene and I are going to be right over here," Bob said alluding to another table in the corner. "I believe you two have a lot to talk about. Take your time."
The waitress, seeing someone else sit down, came over to get their drink orders. To Kristyna, it felt like she was lost in a dream. She had no idea the waitress was even standing there. When the woman finally got her attention she ordered only a glass of water. Bob picked his beer up from the table, ordered a white wine for Arlene, and showed the waitress where they would be sitting.
As soon as they were alone Weaver started the conversation, but got off to a rocky start. "Kris, wh...why...I...I thought you loved me. I mean...how...how could you leave me like that? Did you love him more than me?"
No matter how many times throughout the years, she told herself to give up hope, in the back of her mind she never really did. She always left room for the slightest chance of seeing him again. Even after Arlene's first visit, she dared not build her hopes up too high for fear it would not really be him. Before answering, she reached out and lightly touched his cheek to make sure he was real.
"There was no other man, Chuck. I don't know why Eric told you those lies but there was never anyone but you." Her voice trembled with emotion. She picked up a napkin and wiped the moisture from her eyes. "I...I don't understand how you could believe the things he said about me? How could you even think I'd leave you for another man? I'd never do such a thing...never."
"What do you mean, how could I believe it," he said, his voice now getting stronger and showing anger. "You disappeared. You left without a word. Eric said you had been cheating on me. He said you got pregnant with another man's kid and took off with him. If it wasn't true, why did you leave? Where did you go?"
"Chuck, I WAS pregnant but with YOUR child," she cried, "no one else'...yours." She was trying her best to control her emotions but she was losing the battle.
"I had just come from the doctor's. I was so happy. I couldn't wait to tell you but somehow Eric found out I was pregnant. He begged me not to tell you before the fight. He said having me at the training camp was bad enough but if I told you about the baby you'd never be able to concentrate on the match. He said you could even get hurt in the ring. He was your manager. I knew how much you loved and respected him. You trusted him, so I trusted him too, and agreed to wait."
Kristyna stopped to wipe her eyes again. Her hand still shook as she took a sip of water. Her breathing was ragged so she inhaled deeply, trying to steady her nerves before going on.
"A couple days later Eric came to see me in the cabin while you were sparring. He gave me an envelope with five thousand dollars in it. He told me it was an advance on your guarantee. He said I was a distraction and he wanted me to go home. At first I refused. I said my place was with you. We argued. I finally told him I would talk to you and see what you wanted, but he said you would insist on me staying even if it meant losing the fight. He reminded me you were fighting for the title, the most important fight of your career. I didn't know what to do. There was also a train ticket to Chicago, in with the money. Eric said he'd tell you I got bored and wanted to go back home. He told me it was the only way you'd be able to concentrate on training. Then, after the fight you'd come home like a conquering hero; the new middleweight champion and then I could tell you that you were also a father.
He made it sound so perfect, and I didn't want to cause you to lose the fight so I gave in. Eric helped me pack and had one of the guys give me a lift to the train station."
"But you weren't there," Weaver interjected. "I was there...at the apartment. When Eric told me you left with another guy, I didn't believe him. I got in the car and drove home. It was the only place I could think of to look for you. I drove straight through but when I got there, you weren't there. Most of your clothes were gone. There was no note, no nothing. What the hell was I supposed to think? If it's not true what happened? Where'd you go? Why did you disappear?" he asked for the second time.
"It was you," she said coming to a sudden realization. "You were the one who broke the lamp and threw everything around."
"I was pissed and hurt," he admitted. "Yeah, I had a temper tantrum, I guess. I just couldn't believe you'd leave me like that. I waited for you all night but you never came home. The next morning I got back into my car and just drove."
"All this time I thought somebody broke in while we were at the camp," she explained. "I wasn't there because I was in the hospital. I started feeling light headed on the train. I thought it might be because I hadn't eaten in a while so I got up and headed toward the dinner car, but on the way there, I passed out and hit my head on the way down. The train stopped in the next town and an ambulance took me to the ER. It turned out I was anemic. It happens a lot with pregnant woman. I also had a slight concussion from the fall. Because of the pregnancy, they insisted I stayed there a couple days. I had no idea you had left the camp and gone back to the apartment. As far as I knew, the fight was still three days away. By that time I'd be out of the hospital and back home waiting for you."
Weaver was shaking his head. For ten years he had been tortured by the thought of his wife running off with another man. As painful as it was, he almost preferred it to knowing ten years had been wasted for nothing.
"Why would Eric tell me you ran off if it wasn't true? We were like father and son. Why would he want to ruin my life? It doesn't make sense."
He could hear the anguish in her voice as she responded.
"I don't know. I don't know," she sniveled. "I got home the day of the fight. When I saw everything thrown around I thought someone broke in and was almost afraid to stay there but I didn't want to miss your call. I waited all night by the phone. I got scared when I didn't hear from you. I thought sure something had happened. I was afraid you got hurt. I tried calling Eric but I couldn't get ahold of him. The newspapers said the fight had been cancelled. I couldn't figure out what was going on. Nobody seemed to know why or anything else. Somebody told me they read that you got sick. I was in a panic. After a couple of weeks of not hearing from you I started to have cramps and got scared for the baby. I wound up back in the hospital. The doctors told me if I didn't take it easy I'd lose our child. I didn't know what to do, who to call. I was so alone," she said finally breaking down in tears.
Weaver's heart was breaking. "I'm so sorry, I'm sorry," he told her, reaching over the table and taking one of her hands in his. "I...I don't know what to say. I was going through hell. You never complained but I knew you were always scared before a fight, and all the time I spent training; I figured that's why you had found someone else, why you left. I blamed boxing for losing you and vowed never to step foot into the ring again. I wandered around taking whatever odd jobs I could get. I...I went to California and worked in the crops during picking season. I spent some time on an oil drilling rig in the Gulf of Mexico; I even worked on a shrimp boat in the Florida Keys for a while. A couple years ago I came back to Chicago. The first thing I did was go by our old apartment. I stood on the sidewalk in front and remembered some of the good times."
Now it was his turn to wipe away the tears.
A few tables away, two very interested parties were trying to look nonchalant as they strained to hear.
"I wish I knew what they were saying," said Arlene.
"Well Weaver hasn't run out the door yet. I guess that's a good sign," Bob commented with a nervous chuckle.
Weaver was almost afraid to ask about the child. If something happened to it, if it didn't survive...it took every ounce of courage he could muster. "Kris, what happened to the baby?"
She wiped the moisture from her eyes again and put a broad smile on her face. "I named him Charles but I call him Charlie," she said with pride. "God, Chuck, he's the spitting image of you. He's strong and brave just like his father. He's the only thing that's kept me going all these years."
Weaver's insides turned to mush as he suddenly realized...
"You...you mean I...I have a son?" he choked out.
"Oh yes, yes you sure do," she said through a wide grin.
"I...I'm a father," he bellowed while standing and almost knocking his chair over.
Every eye in the place turned toward the excited ex-boxer. Several, "congratulations," were mumbled from various places around the bar. Kristyna stood as Weaver approached. He threw his arms around her and pulled their bodies together in a tightly wrapped embrace. Their tears poured like a waterfall while he smothered her in kisses.
"When...when can I meet him? When can I see my son?" Weaver managed to ask.
"Yeah," said Bob under his breath.
Arlene looked across the table with a optimistic expression. "Well?" she remarked with a grin after witnessing the two lovebirds.
Bob looked at her and smiled. "Okay, maybe it worked out this time, but don't you ever lie to me again."
Arlene couldn't hold his stare. Her heart beat with eagerness. Did that mean he forgave her?
"Bob, I've never said this to any man before; I love you. Hopefully you'll give me another chance to prove it to you. The last few months have been the loneliest of my life. If you give me another chance, you can bet I will never ever lie to you again," she said with sincerity.
Just then Weaver and Kristyna approached their table. Both tear stained faces beamed with joy.




"Bob, I don't know how I'll ever thank you," stuttered Weaver.
"Don't thank me, pal," he replied. "See this woman here?" he said nodding to Arlene. "Unlike the rest of us, she actually CAN see the future in a whiskey glass. She's the one who found Kristyna for you; she's the one to thank."
The first thing Weaver thought of was the way he acted the first time they had met.
"I never did apologize for being so rude to you in Jerry's that night, did I," he said sheepishly.
"No need to apologize, Weaver," she told him. "I'm just glad it worked out...for both of us," she said, looking over at Bob.
"So what's on the agenda?" Bob asked.
"I...I don't know," Weaver responded. "I want to see my son. Kris says she brought him with; he's HERE." His voice was full of excitement as he emphasized the last word.
Arlene glanced at her watch. "Yeah, but it's after midnight. I know you're anxious but he's probably asleep already. He's staying at Jeanie's, my neighbor's. I'm sure she has him safely tucked into bed by now, so if I were you, I'd want some time alone with my wife to rekindle my marriage," she said with a grin.
Neither Kristyna nor Weaver could hide the mix of nervous excitement they both felt.
"That's a good idea," replied Weaver looking at his long lost wife. "My apartment's not much," he told her, "but..."
Kristyna never gave him a chance to finish his statement. Her lips pressing tightly against his told him she didn't care about his apartment.
Arlene called her neighbor to make sure everything was okay with Charlie. She confirmed he was peacefully sleeping on her couch and she was about to go to bed herself.
Before leaving the bar they all arranged to meet at Arlene's apartment the following morning.
As the newly re-united couple left, Bob turned to the sexy woman sitting across the table. "It would probably be easier for me just stay at your place tonight. What do you think?"
A little later that night, a very nervous Chuck Adams watched as his wife disrobed just like she had so many times in his dreams. He became instantly aroused at the mere touch of her naked flesh. The subtle fragrance of her womanly scent flooded his memory with visions of forlorn passions. He was captivated by her nudity. She hadn't changed a bit in ten years.
Wrapped in an erogenous fog, he felt his cock freed from its confines before being surrounded by the warmth of his wife's moist lips. An incoherent sound of pleasure escaping from deep in his throat served as his only communique of approval.
It had been so long. Weaver knew he wouldn't last long. He bent down and raised Kristyna up by her arms. "I want to be inside of you, honey," he whispered.
She replied, "I'm nervous, darling. I don't think I'm ready yet. It's been so...so long, I...I'm not even sure I can still get wet anymore."
He just smiled and helped her onto the bed. He remembered! It was all coming back to him, every sensual area of her body that drove her wild.
She moaned, her body writhed under his tender touch.
"I love you," he breathed quietly, while lightly kissing behind her ear. "I have never stopped loving you."
She gasped as her nipples responded to the gentleness of his fingertips. As he moved into place, there was no problem. Her love juices flowed lavishly, making his entry, glide with ease.
A few miles away, a similar scene was taking place in Arlene's apartment. Bob took her in his arms. Their eyes closed as his lips met hers. Arlene felt her pulse quicken as he tenderly caressed her neck. Their tongues battled for supremacy as the fire in their loins grew hotter.
"God, I want you so bad," whispered Arlene as she tugged on his earlobe with her teeth. "Take me, Bob."
He didn't need to be told twice. Feverishly they tore at each other's clothes and within seconds their naked flesh pressed together in unbridled passions. Arlene's fingernails dug deeply into the skin of Bob's back as he drove his hard cock into her again and again. It didn't take either of them long to climax with the intensity of a title wave.
Within minutes they were both ready for round two, only this time Bob took his time. He explored Arlene's body and relished in rediscovering every sexy, sultry, and sensuous inch of feminine perfection.
After going for a third time, they were physically and emotionally drained. Arlene snuggled into Bob's arm and silently gave thanks. She knew what her mistake almost cost her and vowed never to take another chance like that again.
Arlene was up first. She quietly slipped out of bed without waking up her man. After the night they had, she was sure he needed his rest. The thought brought a smile to her face.
She glanced at the clock on her way to the kitchen; it was seven o'clock on a glorious Saturday morning. The bright sun bathed her apartment with a cheerful, carefree atmosphere. As she measured out the coffee grounds, Arlene hummed along with music provided by her fine feathered friends outside the window.
Before leaving Zale's the night before, they made plans for Charlie to meet his father. Weaver and Kristyna would be at Arlene's apartment about eight in the morning. Jeanie would have the boy up and dressed by eight-thirty, at which time his mother would come and get him.
Shortly after the coffee started to perk, it started calling to Bob. His nose twitched and breathed in the aroma. What a glorious way to wake up, he thought. He looked around the bedroom. It had been a while since he had awakened in that room...too long. It was good to be back.
"Well good morning, sleepy-head."
Bob's attention was diverted to the loving woman who stood in the doorway holding two cups of morning joe.
"Good morning, gorgeous," he replied with big grin. He wasn't sure if she'd notice the tented sheet or not so he consciously twitched his cock to make sure.
The jumping sheet definitely caught her interest. "Was that for my benefit?" she asked with a laugh.
"Oh yeah," he replied. "Why don't you set those cups down and hop on. I'll take you for a ride."
She knew she shouldn't. Weaver and Kris would be there in forty-five minutes and they hadn't even showered yet, but she still had his love juice in her from that night so she didn't have to worry about getting wet. Oh what the hell, she told herself.
Arlene set the two cups of coffee down on the dresser. "Waaaa-hoooo," she yelled running to the bed. She ripped the sheet down and swung her leg over him. Propping herself up on her knees, she straddled Bob's hips, then reached down and guided his stiff shaft into her love canal. Slowly she lowered herself until she was completely impaled. Arlene closed her eyes and enjoyed the full feeling as she rocked back and forth. She felt his fingers caress her nipples.
Within a few minutes both were breathing hard. Arlene kept a steady rhythm as she got closer and closer. "Oh God," she moaned. "I...I'm going to cum baby, I...I'm going to..."
"Oh, co...come on," he replied. "Cum for me, honey; me too...I'm, ah..."
"AAAYYYYYYEEEE," she screamed.
Together their bodies tensed as every nerve ending exploded like fireworks in ecstasy.
Arlene collapsed onto Bob's chest, gasping for a breath. Wrapped in each other's arms and lost in lust, they just started to cuddle...
"Oh shit," cursed Arlene as she jumped up.
"What, what's the matter?"
"They'll be here in twenty minutes," she replied. "Hurry up, we still have to grab a shower." She saw the grin on his face. "No, I don't mean one of those showers. Come on, Bob. Weaver's going to meet his son for the first time this morning; I want to have everything ready for them."
Bob felt a flash of guilt. He was so enthralled with his own reconciliation, he had forgotten about his friend's. He quickly hopped from the bed. Twenty minutes later, Arlene was still drying her hair when the doorbell rang.
"Right on time," Bob commented.
"Did you think they would be late? I'm actually surprised they weren't here an hour ago. Can you let them in, honey? I'll be out in just a few minutes; coffee is all ready."
As Bob opened the door, he almost didn't recognize the cheerful looking man on the other side. Sure, over the past few months Weaver had smiled and joked around, but there was always that ever present sadness just below the surface. You could see it in his eyes. The man that now stood before him was not the same man. This man's eyes sparkled brilliantly. The lady on his arm also looked as if someone had just freed her soul.
"Hi guys. Arlene is still drying her hair but she'll be out in a minute or so; coffee's fresh. Come on in the kitchen," he said turning and leading the way.
As Arlene joined the group, the conversation reflected the nervousness in the room. Thirty-eight times in his professional career, Weaver stepped into the ring with someone hell-bent on beating him to a pulp but never did he feel fear; it was an emotion with which he was unfamiliar...until that morning when he was about to meet his son for the first time.
Kristyna looked at him and reached over to take his hand. "Are you ready?"
"What...ah, what have you told him; about me, I mean?" With everything going on, he never thought to ask her before.
"I didn't lie to him, Chuck. I told him pretty much what I told you, without all the details of course. I told him you disappeared just days before the fight and I hadn't seen or heard from you since."
"Does he...hate me?"
"He's never really said anything. He's asked questions, what you looked like, things like that, but he's never expressed feelings for you one way or another. How could he? He only knows of you what I've told him."
"Well," said Weaver in a shaky voice, "I guess we'll soon find out, won't we."
"It's going to be fine," Arlene told him.
"Of course it is, Weaver," chimed in Bob.
Kristyna rose from her chair and leaned over to kiss her husband. "Don't worry, honey. We're a family now." She turned toward the door. I'll be right back," she said.
Weaver looked at his friend. "Bob, I've never been so scared in my life," he confessed.
"Weaver, I've met him. He's a fine boy. Kristyna did a great job of bringing him up. You're going to be extremely proud of him and I'm sure it'll be mutual."
Before another word was spoken, they all looked up as they heard the front door. They watched intently as Kris walked in with Charlie close behind. He started to greet the two people he already knew.
"Good morning, Ms. Reynolds, good morning, Mr. Rawl..." he stopped in mid-sentence when the man sitting on the far end of the table caught his eye. Charlie took a moment to study him. "Mom, who is that man?"
"Charlie, when you've had questions about..."
"No, no," he said, cutting his mother off. His voice became excited. "Who is he? I think I know. He looks like the picture on your dresser."
Silence filled the room as the young man cautiously approached the mysterious figure.
"Are...are you my father?" he asked.
"Yes," answered Weaver with tears streaming down his face.
"WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?" screamed Charlie as he flung his fists in a frustrated rage.
For the first time in his life, Weaver made no attempt to defend himself. The furious, tiny fists struck his arms and chest, again and again. With every blow that landed Weaver felt his son's torment and accepted each inflicted wound with a sense of absolution for his own guilt.
"Charlie!" his mother yelled, but before she could grab him, the firestorm that had erupted within her son burned out as quickly as it began. The initial shock from seeing his dad for the first time and the anger that ensued had vanished with his assault; left in its wake came flooding the love of boy for his father. Now, out of breath, he stood and stared at the subject of so many dreams...and nightmares.
"Dad! Dad! Where have you been?" he cried. "I knew it! I knew someday you would come back to us, I KNEW it!" Tears burst from the boy's eyes as the ecstatic young man threw himself into his father's open arms.
"I'm sorry, son. I'm sorry, but I'll never leave you again, I promise...never again."
There wasn't a dry eye in the place as everyone watched the two clutching onto each other. No one talked; everyone was too choked up to put two syllables together. They just simply watched the remarkable bonding between father and son.
It was too much for Kristyna. It was really happening; her family was together for the first time. Her legs turned to rubber and she collapsed onto a chair. She buried her face in her hands and bawled.
Arlene looked over at her man. She raised her hand, and with a tender smile, wiped away the moisture from his eyes, then with a small chuckle, wiped her own.
"Okay," Arlene was the first to finally speak. "Who's all for breakfast. Charlie, how do you like your eggs?"
"Here," Kristyna spoke up while drying her eyes. "Let me help."
That morning turned out to be, not only memorable for Weaver and Charlie, but for everyone. Life-long friendships were forged that day; friendships that would never be broken.
For the rest of Saturday and all day Sunday, Weaver, Kristyna, and Charlie spent time together as a family. Later Sunday evening, everyone was growing uneasy. Even though it would be temporary, they would have to separate again. They both had jobs they had to be at the next morning. There were tears all around when it came time for Kris and Charlie to head back to Peoria. It was a scene that would be played out several times over the next several months.
"Bob, it's getting harder and harder to say goodbye, but there's so many things that we have to take care of before she can move up here permanently," Weaver explained to his friend, one night at Zale's after closing the gym.
"Kris still has six months to go on her apartment lease. I have four months on mine. School will be starting in another week and Kris hates the idea of Charlie having to change schools in the middle of the year but neither one of us have the money to pay off both leases."
"Weaver, what happened to all the money you made in the ring? Hell, with all your wins, you must have made a million, at least," Bob said.
"That's one of the first things I checked into after finding out I had a family again. I hired a lawyer hoping I was still worth some bucks. Actually I had won almost four million in prize money, but it wasn't all mine. I was incorporated when I was fighting. I had investors that held stock."
"Boy, I'll bet they were pissed when you quit," Bob said.
"Ah huh," chuckled Weaver, "and they weren't the only ones. The World Boxing Association pulled my million dollar guaranty for the fight and fined me another million for not fulfilling my contract. The corporation was also sued by just about everyone who was linked with the fight, including the champ himself. There's nothing left, not a penny. Of course I didn't know anything about all the law suits until last week."
He took a swig of beer and continued.
"The lawyer said it was a good thing I stayed under the radar. There's a statute of limitations for the period of time they could come after me, but up till three years ago, they could have sued me, personally. They wouldn't have gotten much but they might have been able to attach what meager earnings I made and I think some of those people would have done it just for revenge."
"Damn," said Bob shaking his head. "Weaver, if you need a loan I can help. I'm not rich but I can spare a few..."
"Thanks, Bob," Weaver interjected, "but I'll work it out. I haven't been exactly living high on the hog all these years. I have a few bucks stashed away. It's just...with so much to do it's a little overwhelming I guess."
The two men took a sip of their beer before Weaver continued.
"You know what still bothers me about this whole thing? Why would Eric lie to me like that? We were close, Bob. We were a lot more than just boxer and manager; he was almost like a dad to me. Why the hell would he tell me something like that, knowing it would ruin my life? I just don't get it."
With everything going on, Bob had forgotten about Eric. "I know where he is, if you want to ask him," he told his shocked friend.
"You know where he is?" Weaver's expression turned to a scowl. "All this time you've know where to find Eric and you didn't tell me?"
"I'm sorry. Like you, I've been so overwhelmed with everything I just didn't think about it until you just mentioned him."
"Well...where? Where the hell is he? Is he here in Chicago?"
"No," Bob responded. "He lives in a flop house in Grand Rapids. It's one of those places that has a switchboard. You call the number and they connect you with the room. Arlene probably still has the number. If she doesn't have it, I know Derick does. He's guy who tracked down you wife."
Weaver's chest tightened as the anger at his former manager festered with the thought of confronting him. "I want that number," he growled. "I want to know why."
"He may not talk to you over the phone," said Bob.
"Then I'll go up there and beat it out him if I have to," snarled Weaver.
Bob was sorry he'd said anything. For the first time in months, he saw the pain and anger returning to his friend's face. Me and my big mouth; I should have just left well-enough alone, he told himself.
"Come on, Weaver, you don't really mean that. By the way the guy lives, I think he's been punishing himself all these years." Bob thought back to when he and Arlene had gone up to see Eric. Before leaving, the old man said to tell Weaver he was sorry. Arlene wanted to ask him what he meant by that, but he pulled her out of there thinking she was prying into bad memories. Now he wished he would have let her pry.
"Look," Bob continued. "I really think somebody should be with you when you make that call. Why don't you come to my place Saturday morning. By then I'll have the number and you can take some time to kind of rehearse what you're going to say.
Weaver agreed it was a good idea. He needed some time to calm himself. He knew if he just started yelling and cussing Eric out, he'd more than likely, not get the answers to his questions.
Bob had the coffee all made by the time Weaver showed up that following Saturday.
"Sit down. Relax a few minutes and have a cup of coffee," he told the nervous ex-fighter. Grand Rapids is an hour ahead of us but I'm not even sure Eric would be up yet."
Bob started talking about the gym to get Weaver's mind off of Eric for a little while. When he seemed more at ease, Bob asked the question. "Well, are you ready? Do you want to do this?"
"Yeah, let's get it over with," he responded with a slight nod.
Bob placed the call with his cell. When the switchboard connected him to Eric's room, Bob handed Weaver the phone.
"Hello."
Weaver was startled to hear a woman's voice answer.
"Ah, hel...hello. Is Eric there, please?"
"May I ask who's calling?"
"My name is Chuck Adams. I, ah, I used to be a fighter. Eric was my manager."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Adams. I'm Tara, his daughter."
"Daughter?" he replied with surprise. "I didn't even know he had a daughter."
"I don't think anybody knew," she commented. "My mother left him when they were both very young and took me with. I've been searching for him for years and just found him myself, a couple weeks ago."
She made an audible sigh before continuing.
"I'm sorry, though, you can't talk to him; he's in the hospital. I'm afraid he only has a few days left. He's dying of cirrhosis of the liver."
"Dying," he repeated in shock. "I...I'm sorry," he told her.
"Thank you. Listen, maybe you could help me. You said you were a fighter? Do you know how I can get in touch with a fighter by the name of Weaver?"
"That's me," he answered. "It's a nickname the sports writers gave me."



"Oh my God," exclaimed Tara. "He's been asking for you. I can't believe I found you. Please, is there any way you can come to Grand Rapids? He says he has to talk to you before he dies..." her voice trailed off with sadness.
He decided instantly. "Yeah, I'll be up there later today. What hospital?"
When he told Bob of the situation, he insisted on going up there with him. The problem was Kristyna. She and Charlie were coming up for the weekend. She couldn't afford a cell phone and he was sure she was already on the road.
Bob called Arlene, explained what was happening and asked if she could wait for Kris at Weaver's apartment.
With that taken care of, Weaver jumped into Bob's car and they took off. Three and a half hours later they met Tara outside of Eric's room. She was so thankful to Weaver for coming.
"It's his dying wish," she told them both. "Just last night, before I left, he asked if I'd found you yet."
As much as Bob wanted to be privy to the conversation between Eric and Weaver, he knew they needed to be alone. He invited Tara to the cafeteria for lunch.
Eric had his eyes closed when Weaver walked in.
"Eric; Eric it's Weaver, are you awake?"
Eric opened his eyes and stared. "Weaver," he said in disbelief. "She did it, she actually found you."
Weaver wasn't in the mood for small talk. "Why, Eric? Why did you lie to me about Kris running off with another man? Why would you do that to me?"
"I..." he was so weak he could hardly speak. "I'm sorry. I never meant to break you guys up, I just wanted you in top shape for the fight. I...I thought she was a distraction and I wanted her out of the camp."
Eric started to cough and had to stop talking for a minute. His frail body convulsed forward with a violent action. He reached for the glass of water on the bed tray that spanned his chest and took a few sips from a straw.
"Why did you say she ran off with another man?" Weaver asked with a harsh voice.
"Because you were going to go after her; I finally got her out of camp and you were going to go and bring her right back. I had to think of something. I wanted you concentrating on the fight, not your wife. It was the first thing that came to mind. I knew you. There was no way you'd want her back if you thought she was cheating on you. I...I"
He started coughing again and took some more water before resuming.
"I knew you would be angry but I thought I could make it work for us. I was going to direct that anger to the ring. I figured you'd take it out on the champ and use it to win the fight. Afterward I was going to tell you I lied about her running off. I was going to tell you she was home waiting for you, but you never gave me the chance. I never expected you to just take off like that. At first I didn't worry. I thought you'd gone somewhere to lick you wounds and you'd be back, but when you weren't in your bed the next morning I sent the guys out looking for you. When you still weren't back by that afternoon, I tried calling you apartment in Chicago but there was no answer."
Eric started breathing hard and had to take another break.
"You want some more water?" Weaver asked.
The weakened man shook his head, no. "I...I just get tired sometimes," he replied. "Just give me a minute." It took a little while but Eric finally took a couple of deep breaths to try and gather some strength, then continued.
"I didn't realize what actually happened until after the fight was cancelled. I thought you went back home to Kris and when you found out I lied to you, you got so pissed you decided not to fight to teach me a lesson."
Weaver watched as a tear broke free from the corner of Eric's eye and trickled down his cheek.
"The day the news about the fight being cancelled hit the papers, Kris started calling all over to find out what happened. That's when I realized what I had done. I knew you not only took off on me but on her as well. I knew you believed what I told you. I knew I had destroyed your marriage.
"I was going to try and find you but the shit really hit the fan after that. The WBA was all over us. They weren't happy with just jerking the guaranty, they charged us with a fine of another million bucks. Then..."
"I know, I know," said Weaver cutting him off. "I heard all about it." He knew he should feel some sympathy for his former manager but he couldn't. In fact he felt his anger as strong as ever.
"How could you do that? You were my manager; shit, you were practically my father. You were supposed to protect me, not lie to me. Do you know Kristyna damn near lost the baby...twice, because of all the torment she went through not knowing what happened to me? For the last ten years she's had to raise our son by herself. Did you hear me, Eric, our son, my son; a boy who didn't know for sure if he HAD a father until a month ago...and, and I..."
He had to stop and take a deep breath. He was starting to lose it. He had to bring himself under control.
"All this time, Eric; all this time I've had a son and didn't even know he existed." He took another breath. "Kris didn't know if I was alive or dead...ten years, Eric. That's what that lie of yours cost my family and me, ten fucking years!"
"I...I'm sorry," Eric said in a voice weakened further by talking. He reached out to try and touch Weaver but let his arm drop when Weaver made no attempt to take his hand.
"I...I should have come looking for you. I should have found Kris and told her what I did but I couldn't face it. I crawled into a bottle instead."
"So you knew what you did and didn't even try to make it right. Shit, if it wasn't for a woman named Arlene, Kris and I wouldn't be together yet."
"Yes," Eric said in a voice now barely audible, "Arlene. She came to see me..."
"Yeah, I know she did. She didn't even know me. In fact I was rude to her the first time we met and she still cared more about me than you did," He snarled. "She's the one who found Kristyna and Charlie. She's the one who got us back together. That should have your job, Eric. You should have at least tried to make up for ruining our lives."
Eric's head barely moved as he nodded. "I'm sorry, Chuck," he muttered. He looked once more into Weaver's angry face, closed his eyes, and took his last breath.
The beeping noise emanating from beside his bed altered into a continuous tone.
"I'm glad you didn't ask me to forgive you, Eric," Weaver said under his breath. "Because I don't think I could do it; you cost me too much."
With that he turned and left the room just as a couple of nurses were scurrying in.
Weaver found his way to the cafeteria and the table where his best friend sat with Eric's daughter. He felt it was his duty to tell her. "Tara, I sorry but your dad died a couple of minutes ago."
Tara gasped in momentary shock but quickly fell into acceptance. "I knew he wouldn't last much longer. Did he get to say what he wanted to you?"
"Yes," he said nodding his head but offering no other details. "You said on the phone you only found him a couple of weeks ago? God, this has to be so hard for you. I'm sorry you didn't get to spend more time with him."
"Yeah, me too," Tara replied. "I'm not sure what happened between him and my mom, I was only two when they split up. Mom would never talk about it but I think she cheated on him." She wiped away the moisture that was building in her eyes.
"For a long time I wondered who my father was but mom would never talk about him. It wasn't until she passed away last year, that I met a guy at the funeral who knew them when they were married. He told me about dad. He said he was one of the best fight managers in the business. He gave me enough information that I was able to track dad down. It took me a while, but I found him," she said proudly.
They talked a little longer before Bob and Weaver again gave her their condolences then took off for home. Bob was dying to ask what Eric had to say, but since Weaver wasn't volunteering the information, he figured his friend considered their conversation private and he was going to respect that.
In the car, Weaver thought about Tara's story. He wondered if Tara's instincts were correct; had Eric's wife cheated on him, then ran off with the baby. Maybe Tara wasn't even Eric's child and she just didn't know it. Maybe that was how he came up with the story about Kris. Or, maybe because of what he went through, Eric was jealous of Weaver's marriage? He'd never know and he wasn't going to worry about it. His ordeal was over. There was no more looking back, only ahead.
In the next few months Weaver was able to find a better job; one that paid almost twice what he was making. Through a little investigating, he found the firm that managed his apartment complex, managed several others. He negotiated a new lease and was able to transfer to a larger apartment in the northwest suburbs. The area was much nicer than where he had been living and the school system was excellent.
Four months after coming back from Grand Rapids, Charlie and Kristyna permanently moved in with him and became a family. Bob and Arlene insisted on taking them out to dinner to celebrate the occasion. After a wonderful meal, Weaver stood and raised his glass.
"I'd like to propose a toast," he announced. "To the two best friends a guy ever had, and a special thanks to a certain busy-body who looked into a whiskey glass and saw my future; I am eternally indebted to you, Arlene, we all are. Thank you for bringing my family back into my life."
Arlene graciously accepted his thanks as everyone drank to Weaver's toast. After setting their glasses down, Bob stood up next.
"Weaver, Kristyna, Charlie, I have a confession to make. The purpose of this dinner was two-fold. First; Arlene and I wanted to congratulate you. For ten years, even though you were separated and unaware of the other's fate, your love for each other never died. Love that strong is extremely rare, so Arlene and I salute the three of you."
Everyone took a sip from their glasses and he continued.
"The second reason is to make an announcement, but I'll let Arlene make it. She's been dying tell you guys all night...honey..."
Arlene could hardly contain herself as she dug into her purse. A second later, she withdrew her left hand and immediately reached to the middle of the table for all to see. Kristyna gasped at the large diamond that adorned her ring finger.
"Oh, Arlene, it's beautiful! Congratulations!" she screamed.
"Thank you," she gushed in response.
Weaver gave his friend a smile. "It's about time, ol' buddy."
Bob just shrugged with a big grin stretched across his face. "Want to be my best man?"
"I'd be honored," Weaver replied.
"And I'd like you to be my matron of honor," Arlene told Kristyna. "And you, young man; we'll need an usher to show our guests to their seats. Would you do that for us?"
Both mother and son gladly accepted their roles.
EPILOGUE:
For the rest of their lives the Adams and the Rawlings would be an extended family. Bob and Arlene had two children, a boy and a girl; both of whom, Charlie considered his siblings and both of whom looked up to him as their big brother.
Through the years, Bob and Weaver helped many young boys grow into fine young men through their association with the Chicago Youth Organization.
Twenty years to the day, after Weaver walked out of Eric's hospital room, he found himself standing alone at the grave of his former manager. It had been a long time. He stared at the simple gravestone as he started to speak.
"Eric, I still think about the day you told me Kris was pregnant with another man's baby and had run off with him. What I remember most is the pain. I had never experienced anything like it in my life and no matter how angry I was, I couldn't ditch the pain. For ten years it was my constant companion, every minute of every day. If it hadn't been for a very special lady bringing Kris and me back together, I'd still be carrying that pain with me today."
He took a deep breath, then continued...
"But Kris and I ARE back together...for the last twenty years, and they've been the best twenty years of my life. I came up here today, because for several months now, I've had an anxious feeling in my gut and I know exactly what it's from.
"No one even knows I'm here. I told Kris I had to go out of town on business, because this is just between you and me. When I first saw Kristyna after all those years and she told me what happened between you and her, I hated you. You were supposed to be my friend, Eric. You were supposed to protect me. Instead you sabotaged what I held most dear. I've been holding a grudge ever since; a grudge that's been eating away at my insides; so, I came up here to tell you in person that I forgive you. I know that's what you wanted to hear that day in the hospital but when I learned the truth, when I discovered how you betrayed me... well, there was no way I could forgive you back then, no way.
"Okay, I said what I came to say so I'm going to go. My son and his lovely wife are coming over with the grandkids tonight for dinner and I don't want to be late. Rest in peace, Eric, rest in peace."
The End.
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They had been married for six years and went together for a year before that. After all that time she knew her husband inside and out. He wasn't going to like it. Still...she had to try. It was such a worthwhile cause. Even if he didn't like it, it was for charity; really...how could he say no?
She'd been rehearsing ever since her friend told her about the event earlier that day. She had it all planned out. She waited until after dinner and everything was quiet. His stomach was full and he should be a little mellow from the wine; the time was right.
"Jerry, do you have a minute to talk?"
"Yeah, sure, honey. What's up?" he said while putting the TV remote down on the coffee table. With a pat of his hand, he scooted over to give his beautiful wife room to sit next to him on the couch. "You have my full attention," he said with a smile.
Marcy sat down and flashed her big green eyes in his direction. "Well, you know ever since mom died of breast Cancer last year, I've wanted to do something for charity."
"Yeah, honey, and I think it's a good idea," he responded.
"Well, I've got a chance to raise some money for Cancer research next month. Emmy, my friend from work, did it last year. She raised eight hundred dollars and said it was a lot of fun. She's going to do it again this year and I'd like to do it with her, but I'm afraid you won't like it."
"How much is it going to cost me?" he asked with caution.
"Nothing, honey; not a cent."
"I like it already," he joked. "If it's not going to cost me anything, why wouldn't I like it?" he asked with a slight chuckle.
"It, ah...it involves going on a date," she sheepishly replied.
"A date; what do you mean, a date?"
"Um, well, it's not really a date, date; it's just dinner and maybe some dancing."
"You lost me," he said, looking a little confused. "We go out to dinner, then go someplace to dance...how do you raise the money for the charity?"
"No, no, honey," she quickly replied. "It wouldn't be us. I'd be going out with someone else."
"Someone else...who?" She was right in the first place; Jerry suddenly wasn't liking this at all.
"Whoever bids the highest," she responded. "It's an auction, a charity auction."
It didn't take Jerry long to put two and two together. "An auction; you mean you'd be up on some stage, strutting your stuff while a bunch of strangers bid to take you out for the night? Sorry, honey; you'll have to come up with some other way to raise money. There's no way I'm letting my wife do something like that."
He knew how hard his wife took her mother's death. She was way too young to die. Ever since, Marcy had been talking about doing some charity work, but this...?
"Jerry..."
"I can't believe you're even considering this, Marcy. Hell, it's demeaning," he continued as he cut her off. "Would you really stand up there while a bunch of horny guys bid for you like a side of beef? No, absolutely not," he said again, this time even more emphatically. "I'm not putting my wife on the auction block; I don't care if it is for charity."
Again, Marcy started to say something but he still wasn't done yet.
"Honey, it's not only demeaning, it's downright dangerous. You could wind up with a rapist or some psycho killer. How the hell can they even get away with setting married women up on dates, like that? I thought that kind of thing was only for single people."
Marcy was disappointed. She knew he wouldn't like the idea but she wasn't expecting his reaction to be quite so strong. She was hoping to use a little friendly persuasion to talk him into it, but her hopes were rapidly diminishing. Still...nothing ventured, nothing gained.
She finally got a chance to speak. "When they first started, it was just for singles, but then a few of the married women wanted to volunteer, and of course the more women they have, the more money they make. So they opened it up to both married and single people. It's all for charity, honey."
"Yeah, I know; you said that before. The answer is no, Marcy. We'll put our heads together and figure out another way to give to charity. I'm sure there are things we can do together to raise money. I'm not letting you go out with some total stranger. I'd be worried sick the whole time you were out."
"Jerry, it's all very platonic. Last year the guy that won Emmy took her out for a nice dinner and a little dancing. He was a perfect gentleman and had her home before midnight."
"Honey, that's not the point. It isn't that I don't trust you. What if the guy who wins you is NOT a perfect gentleman? What the hell am I supposed to do while you're on this date that's not really a date, sit home twiddling my thumbs?"
"Jerry," she responded, "all the guys bidding are registered with the charity council. They have all the pertinent information on everyone. They even run them through credit checks. Most of them are big shot CEO's and business owners who contribute to several charities throughout the year. This is just a little more fun than simply writing a check. In addition to their donation being tax deductible, they get to spend some time with a member of the opposite sex, that's all. It's all very innocent, honey."
"Babe, I'm sorry but I just don't like the idea...not at all. I'll check around. I'm sure there's something you and I can do together to raise money for Cancer research."
"Jerry, it's..."
"Honey, please; let's drop it, okay? I'm just not comfortable with the whole idea."
***
"So...what did he say?" asked Emmy, the next day at work. Marcy hadn't even had a chance to sit down at her desk with her coffee yet.
"Nix," she replied. "He shut me down, cold."
"Why? Did you tell him it was to raise money for breast Cancer research?"
"Yes, of course I did. He just doesn't like the idea. I told you he wouldn't like me being out with another man. He said he'd be sitting home worrying about me all night."
"Shit, Marcy, is he really that insecure?" asked her friend.
"It's not that, he's afraid the guy will turn out to be a rapist or something."
Marcy took her first sip of coffee and thought about her friend's question. "I don't know, maybe you're right. Maybe he just doesn't trust me. Maybe he believes I'm going to sleep with the guy who bids on me."
"But that's ridiculous, Marcy. Have you ever given him cause to think like that?"
"No, of course not. I've never cheated on Jerry and he knows it. Honestly, I'm not sure what he thinks but he was adamantly against it."
"You think it'd do any good if I talked to him?"
"I don't know...maybe, but I doubt it." Marcy thought for a moment. "Actually, it might be better to have another man's perspective. Do you think Stan would talk to him?"
"Yeah, I don't see why not, but you think he'd listen to Stan. They only met once."
"I don't know, Emmy. I don't see that I have anything to lose."
"You have a point. You want me to have Stan call him at home tonight?"
"Yeah, I guess...no, wait a minute. I think it'd be better if Stan talked to him in person. How about if I ask you guys over for dinner? After we've eaten you can come in the kitchen with me to help with the dishes. We'll leave Stan and Jerry together in the dining room."
"Yeah, good idea," Emmy confirmed. "Hey, I have something here that might help as well," she said, digging in her purse. She handed Marcy a brochure. "Here's some literature about the auction. It tells all about the whole thing; how it's organized, the sign up process, how the bidders are vetted...everything."
Marcy took the pamphlet and looked it over. "Yeah, this is good. I'll leave it on the coffee table tonight, right under the remote. He's bound to see it there. Thanks. Between this and your husband, maybe we can get him to change his mind. I really want to do this...for my mom," she said as her eyes gazed over a little with moisture.
Later that evening, Marcy anxiously kept glancing at her husband who was sitting on the couch in the living room. "Come on," she urged under her breath. "Come on. You must see it. It's sitting right in front of you. Come on, pick it up."
Almost like magic, Jerry started reaching for the bro- "No, damn it," she silently cursed. He picked up the TV cable guide, instead...wait...he's hesitating. I think he sees the brochure. YES! He has it in his hand. He's opening it.
A big smile stretched across Marcy's face as she started to load the dishwasher. Maybe it won't change his mind, she mused, but at least he's reading it. She took that to mean he hadn't completely ruled things out. It gave her just the slightest bit of hope.
Jerry was still reading it when Marcy finished in the kitchen and joined him in the living room.
"Is this what you were talking about last night?" he asked refolding the tri-fold piece of literature and setting it back down.
"Yeah, honey. Emmy gave that to me to look over."
"Why? Didn't you tell her you couldn't do it?"
"Yes, of course I did. She...well, she gave it to me for you, actually. She thought that maybe if you knew more about it..."
"That I would change my mind," he interjected.
"Yeah," she sheepishly admitted. "Honey, it's for..."
"I know, I know; it's for charity. That doesn't mean everybody involved in this thing is a saint, honey."
"Did you read the brochure? Did you see all the precautions they take?"
"Yeah, I read it. I'll admit, it seems very well organized, but this is only the third year for this thing. If you ask me, they've just been lucky something hasn't happened."
"Honey, some of the registered bidders are in their sixties or seventies."
"Never heard of a dirty old man?" he countered.
Marcy could see he was still devoutly against it and thought it was better to drop it until she had backup. She wanted so badly to do what she could to raise money for Cancer research, but she wasn't going to let it jeopardize her marriage. She'd give it one more shot on Friday, if he was still dead set against it, she'd give up and hope for next year.
The next day Emmy asked if she got him to read the brochure. She said she had but it didn't seem to make any difference. She told Emmy to tell Stan not to push too hard on Friday. As much as she wanted to do it, she didn't want to make him mad.
Other than the brochure still laying on the coffee table, nothing more was said about the auction until Friday. Jerry thought she'd given up on the idea until he came home from work and saw the dining room table set for four.
"Are we having company, honey?" he asked, joining Marcy in the kitchen.
"Hi, honey." She greeted him with a smile and a big kiss. "Yeah, I invited Emmy and Stan over for dinner," she reported after breaking the kiss.
Jerry still had her in his arms as he closed his eyes and let his head drop at the news.
"Honey, don't be like that. She's my best friend at work. I just thought it'd be nice to have them over socially, that's all."
"Marcy, you're as transparent as cellophane. Don't give me that social crap; this is another attempt to get me to change my mind on that damn charity auction. How many times do I have to say no?"
"Okay," she retorted, "maybe it is. I'm sorry. I just really would like to do this, Jerry."
From the look on his face, he wasn't happy. She knew, without a doubt, this was her last hoorah.
"Alright, I'll stop. Just be nice to our company, okay? Emmy is my best friend at work. I've only met her husband a couple times but he seems nice, too. You met him once."
"I did? When?"
"At the company's anniversary party a couple years ago."
"Geeze, Marcy, I met a lot of people that night."
"I know, I'm sure you'll remember when you see him. Please, just be your own sweet, personable, charming, and funny self, tonight." She reached around his neck with both arms, looked into his eyes, and pressed herself against his chest. "If you're nice to my friends," she said in a sultry voice, "you could possible get lucky tonight." She knew that would bring a smile to his face; she wasn't wrong.
"You don't have to bribe me, gorgeous. I'm always my sweet, personable, charming, and funny self. However, I'm not about to turn your bribe down," he said just before kissing her again.
Just as Marcy felt something growing in his pants, the doorbell rang. He sighed as they broke the kiss.
"Keep that thought in mind," she told him, patting her hand on his chest.
Together they went to greet their guests. Jerry did remember Stan as soon as he saw him. He remembered, out of all the people he met that night, Stan was one of the few he liked. He had seen Emmy when he'd sometimes pick his wife up after work or taken her out to lunch.
Dinner was very pleasant. Jerry kept his word and had everyone laughing with his sharp wit and charm. Not one word was spoken about the auction until the girls cleared the table and retreated into the kitchen.
"I understand you're not too keen about this charity auction thing," Stan said, seizing the moment.
"Not really," Jerry replied. "Don't you worry about Emmy's safety? I mean, you have no idea who she's out with."
"This is a pretty hoity-toity event, Jerry. Hell, some of the girls have gone for as much as two grand. As pretty as Marcy is, she might even bring in more than that. The guys that sign up to bid are all pretty well off. They're bankers, lawyers, business people..."
"Lawyers," Jerry interrupted with a chuckle. "Now I know the answer's no."
It was a joke and Stan knew it. Maybe it was a clue that he was spreading it a little too thick. "You know what I mean," he replied with a laugh. "Anyway, I don't worry about it. I figure the group that puts this thing on every year would be nuts not to take every precaution for the girls safety."
Stan made sense. There was another question Jerry wanted to ask, but if he did, he knew it would get right back to Marcy and he didn't want that so it remained unasked. Stan's pitch was short and sweet. They continued to talk, but about other subjects until Jerry was called.
"Honey," he heard his lovely wife's voice coming from the kitchen. "Could you come and open the wine for us?"
"I'll be right there," he answered. He excused himself from Stan to go play bartender.
The rest of the night was filled with great conversation and lots of laughs. If nothing else, thought Jerry, they had a great evening and gained two new friends. As for the charity auction...well, Stan had him thinking about it.
At the end of the night, Jerry and Marcy said goodbye to their company with a promise of getting together again, soon. Marcy never said another word about the auction, but instead, took Jerry's hand and led him up stairs to collect his reward for being so nice to Emmy and Stan.
Jerry was already hard by the time they reached the bedroom. He took his sexy wife in his arms and drew her up tight for a kiss. She felt him immediately and looked up with a smile.
"You don't waste time, do you," she said in a throaty whisper.
He slowly pulled down the zipper of her dress. Marcy felt goose bumps as it fell to her feet.
Enough of the slow seduction, she thought, it wasn't necessary. She was worked up and wanted it now. Almost frantically, she reached down and unbuckled his belt, rapidly followed by the fastener and zipper of his pants. He moaned as she shoved her hand down his underwear and wrapped her fingers around the stiff shaft inside.
"Look what I found," she chuckled. "You know what they say...finder's keeper's."
"It's all yours, baby," he breathed, "anytime, anywhere."
Within seconds they were both naked and on the bed. He knew every one of her hot spots, and touched on every one; behind the ear, under her chin, and of course the nipples.
She groaned, screamed, pleaded, and yelled, "Oh God," more times than he could count...and he hadn't even stuck it in yet.
When he did, she dug her nails into his back, wrapped her legs around his waist, and pushed her hips back and forth to coincide with every thrust of her man's love tool.
She felt her passions rising with each stroke. Every nerve stood on end as her body stiffened and waves of ecstasy washed over her.
Jerry's body became rigid. He climaxed, shooting again and again, until he was completely spent.
Exhausted, he collapsed next to his panting wife. As they both fought to breathe, Marcy curled into his side and sought the comfort and protection of his strong body.
Jerry wrapped his arm around her small frame and gave her a big hug, bringing her even closer.
***
The following Monday morning, Jerry was sitting at his desk when Bob Knoll poked his head through the doorway. "Hey, good buddy, have you seen Carl's new secretary? Smokin!" he said in his best Jim Carrey imitation.
Bob was Jerry's best friend at work. They played golf together almost every Sunday and hand ball at the "Y" on Wednesdays. But, unlike Emmy and Stan, he and his wife, Susie, knew both Jerry and Marcy very well. The four of them had been friends for years. In fact, Bob knew Jerry so well he could tell something was wrong just by looking at him.
"Uh oh, what's the matter, good buddy? You look like you just missed a six inch putt to break eighty."
Jerry sighed and sat back in his chair. "Do you have a minute?"
"Sure." Bob wandered the rest of the way into Jerry's office and sat down. "What's up?"
"I guess I'm feeling a little guilty," Jerry replied. "Would you let Susie go out on a date with somebody you didn't know, if it was for charity?"
Bob looked at him a little strangely. "Ah...I don't know. I guess it would depend on the circumstances. What...ah..."
"Marge wants to volunteer for this charity auction thing," Jerry went on to explain. "It's supposedly just a lot of good natured fun. Women volunteers get on stage and they're bid on by guys in the audience. The money each girl raises goes to Cancer research. After the auction each woman goes out with the guy that won her with the highest bid. Supposedly all they do is go out to dinner and maybe go dancing afterward. Marge has a friend who did it last year and said the guy was a perfect gentleman the whole night."
"Ah, but you're not sure the guy who wins Marge will be such a perfect gentleman..."
"Exactly," confirmed Jerry. "There's another factor here as well, her safety. What if she winds up with some ass hole who beats her up, or rapes her?"
Bob silently sat thinking for a moment. "So what is it that you're really worried about; that she's going to get raped, or that she's going to cheat on you?"
"I don't know," he grumbled back. "Both, I guess." Jerry looked over his friend's shoulder and stared out the window behind him as he recalled..."I had a steady girlfriend in high school. Her name was Michelle. God, I was in love with her. All through my senior year all I could think of was graduating, getting a full-time job, and earning enough money to buy her a ring. Then a month before graduation, I found out she was screwing one of the guys on the football team. I was devastated. For a while I didn't think I'd survive. I did of course but it left a scar. I've had trust issues ever since."
"Come on, man; has Marcy ever given you a reason not to trust her?" Bob asked.
"No. As far as I know she's never even looked at another guy. I know- I'm being stupid but I can't help it. I also worry about her safety, too. I'd feel a whole lot better if I knew who she would be going out with."
Bob had a brainstorm. "Why don't you go and bid on her yourself? Problem solved, right?"
"I thought of that but I don't have that kind of bread. I talked to one guy who said some of the prettier girls can bring in two grand. Shit, I can't afford that. We just bought the house. That took almost everything we had saved."



"I could loan you a little," offered Bob.
"Thanks, old buddy, I appreciate it but I think I'm just going to stand my ground and not let her do it. I know she's disappointed but I told her we'd find some other way to contribute. I'll find something that she and I can do together."
"Okay," Bob said as he rose to his feet, "but the offer stands."
"Thanks, pal."
Bob walked to the doorway then stopped and turned back toward Jerry. "What if she went out with someone you could trust?"
"What do you mean...who?"
"Susie has a cousin; I don't think you've ever met him. He's in a higher tax bracket than we are," Bob said with a chuckle. "Every time I see him, he reminds me of that by telling me how much he's always donating to some charity. I guaranty Marcy would have no trouble with him. He's so pussy whipped he wouldn't dare look at another woman."
"You think he'd do it? You think his wife would let him do it?" Jerry asked as an afterthought.
"I can ask."
"Yeah, if he's willing to do it, I'd be okay with it. Make sure you let him know though, it could cost him a couple of grand, maybe more."
"I will, but that's really no problem for him. I think he'd jump at the chance. I'll have Susie talk to his wife. They get along pretty good with each other."
"Thanks, pal," Jerry acknowledged. "If this works, I owe you big time."
"Nah," he responded. "What are friends for?"
Marcy had given up and said no more about it. Two days after their conversation, Bob triumphantly strolled into Jerry's office. "It's all set," he announced. "Jack said that auction thing sounded like fun; he's in."
Jerry's eyes brightened and a broad smile reached across his face. He really had been feeling guilty. Truly, he was concerned with his wife's safety, but in reality, thought the chances of her getting raped or beat up were very, very slim. No, he felt guilty because, even though she'd never given him cause, he was still worried about her cheating on him. Of course he couldn't tell his wife that, so he emphasized his concern for her safety, but he knew the truth. He also knew how much she wanted to do her part. Thank God for his friend; Bob to the rescue!
"Bob, that's great! I'll tell Marcy tonight. I might even get lucky," he joked.
"Glad I could help, good buddy. I'll need info on this thing; how he signs up, where it's going to be held, all that. I'll also need a good head shot of Marcy so he knows who to bid on."
"Yeah, that would help, wouldn't it," chuckled Jerry. "I have a brochure at home. Everything's in there. I'll bring it in tomorrow. He can have that. I'll also bring a good head shot of Marcy."
Jerry stopped to think for a moment. "Maybe I'd better wait before telling Marcy. They do a background check on the bidders. I have no idea how long that takes. It might actually be too late for him to register. It's only three weeks away."
"Okay," Bob countered. "I'll run over to Jack's place tomorrow night and give him the brochure. I'll tell him he needs to register right away. It might be a good idea to hold off before telling Marcy. You don't want tell her she can go and then have to back out. She'd really be pissed. It'd be months before you got any nooky," he laughed.
The next night Bob made a detour on the way home and stopped off at his wife's cousin's house. He sat and had a cup of coffee while they discussed all the details on the charity event. He saw Jack's eyes widen when he gave him the picture of Marcy. Between her strawberry blond hair, green eyes and sharp features, she really was a stunning looking woman.
The following Monday, Bob had more good news for Jerry. "You can tell Marcy she can go to the auction, when you get home tonight."
"Already? That didn't take long."
"No; to tell you the truth, I don't know how much they actually check everybody out. I think all they really do is run a credit check on everybody...just to make sure their checks don't bounce."
It felt like a fifty pound weight had been lifted from Jerry's shoulders. Now he could let his wife feel good about her contribution to Cancer research, and he could rest easy. "Man, I'll tell you what, one of these days I'm going to take you and Susie's cousin out for a steak dinner," he told Bob. "I thank you so much. Marcy's going to be thrilled."
"No problem, good buddy. Now there's a, ah...like a mixer where the girls and bidders can socialize a little, for an hour or so before the auction starts; make sure you get her there in plenty of time for that. I really doubt that Jack would have any trouble picking out your wife but he wants to meet her beforehand, just to make sure he bids on the right woman."
"Will do," replied an elated and relieved husband.
For the rest of the day, Jerry couldn't wait to get home and tell his lovely wife. She had gotten home just minutes before he did and was changing clothes when he walked into the bedroom, wrapped her in his arms, and kissed her.
She noticed the grin on his face as their lips parted. "Wow, you're in good mood," she acknowledged.
"Yup," he replied without losing his grin. "I've been thinking, you still want to go to that charity auction?"
Marcy couldn't believe her ears. Her eyes sparkled with delight. "Yes, of course. Have you changed you mind?" she asked, her voice filled with optimism.
"Yeah, I thought more about it today and decided I was being silly. I want you to go and have a good time."
Marcy turned slightly to one side but never lost him with her eyes. "What are up to?" she asked suspiciously.
"Nothing, honey. I know how much you want to do this and I don't think I should stand in your way, that's all."
"MMMMwah," she said verbally as she put her hands to the side of his cheeks and kissed him. She wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth so she decided on no more questions. She didn't care what his reasons were as long as she could go. "I love you."
"Does this mean I might get lucky tonight?" he asked with a smile.
"No question about it."
That night, Jerry was treated like the Prince of Wales. He felt good that he was able to give his wife what she wanted so badly and not have to worry about her safety...OR, about her cheating on him.
Over the next three weeks things couldn't have been better. Marcy's gratitude was on display as she made passionate love to her adored husband, almost nightly.
On the day of the auction, since their boss knew of their involved with what he considered a great cause, both Emmy and Marcy were able to get off from work a couple hours early.
On the way home, Marcy stopped in at her favorite beauty salon to see if they could quickly work her in. At first they said no, but when she explained what she was doing later that evening they showed her to a chair right away. By the time Jerry came home, she was just stepping out of the tube.
"Wow," he said having to catch his breath, "you look amazing. New hair style?"
"Yeah, you like it?" she beamed. "They let Emmy and me off early, today, so we could get ready for the auction. I stopped at Toni's on the way home."
"Well you look fantastic, honey."
"Thank you," she said walking over and giving him a peck on the lips. "I didn't have time to cook, honey. Would you mind if we just ordered a pizza tonight?"
"No, not at all," he replied. "I'll call right now." He did a little quick figuring; forty-five minutes for the pizza, twenty minutes to eat...yeah, that gives us plenty of time.
Jerry wanted to make sure his lovely wife got there in time for Susie's cousin to identify her. As gorgeous as she looked, he knew there would be several guys bidding on her and he didn't want to take any chances of something going wrong.
She was all ready when Jerry called her down to eat. He was standing at the bottom of the stairs when she started her decent. Marcy's long, shapely legs came into view first. His eyes continued to travel upwards until he finally found the hem of her tiny, black cocktail dress. That was new, too. It had been a while since he'd seen his wife so dressed up. He had almost forgotten how beautiful she really was.
"What do you think?" she asked with a knowing smile.
"I think you and I need to go out more often, so I can show the world what a lucky man I am," he boasted.
She smiled and thanked him with another kiss, making sure she didn't smear her lipstick.
Jerry felt a little silly walking through the plush lobby of the down town hotel. He was dressed in casual slacks and shirt while the creature on his arm looked like she had a date with a king. When they reached the banquet hall where the auction was to take place they were stopped by a young, good-looking gentleman in a tux.
"Good evening," he greeted. "Sir, may I see you invitation?"
"Invitation?"
"Yes, sir. Are you a registered bidder? If so, you should have received an invitation," he explained.
"Oh. No I'm not one of the bidders. This is my wife; she's going to be one of the girls to be auctioned." As he said the words, he didn't like the sound of what he was saying. He was thankful for his ace in the hole. Without it, he'd never let her do this.
"I see," responded Mr. tuxedo. "I'm sorry, sir, but only those with invitations are allowed inside. Rick," he called out to another young man just inside the doorway. "Would you escort this lovely lady inside, please."
Marcy turned to face her husband.
"Nervous?" he asked.
"A little," she replied with half a smile.
"You have your cell?"
"Yes. It's in my purse."
"If you're not comfortable for any reason, you give me a call, hear me?"
"I will," she said, feeling not quite so nervous. She carefully kissed Jerry again, then took the arm of the young man who was waiting to escort her into the banquet room. She looked back at her husband as they walked through the door and into the mingling crowd of supporters and philanthropists.
As soon as he got back into his car, Jerry felt doubt creeping into his psyche, once again. He just couldn't help it. The memory of his girlfriend's betrayal was as vivid as if it had happened yesterday. Maybe it was because she was his first love; in any event, it taught him a lesson. Now, no matter how hard he fought it, that lingering insecurity was buried deep inside of him.
There's nothing I can do about it now, he told himself; might as well go home and find something to keep my mind off it.
***
Once inside, the young gentleman walked her over to the sign-in table. After Marcy introduced herself, a young female volunteer wrote a number next to her name then gave her a stick-on badge with only the corresponding number printed on the front.
"During the social period, we'd appreciate it you just introduced yourself by your number instead of using names," said one of the volunteer workers in a pleasant voice. "That's the way you'll be introduced on stage...by your number."
Marcy nodded her head in agreement and made sure she was all registered, then immediately started looking around for Emmy.
"Wow, competition."
Marcy looked over to see if someone was talking to her. It was a very pretty, young woman.
"I'm sorry, were you talking to me?" Marcy asked.
"Yeah, you're a knockout. My name is Cathy," she said holding out her hand. "I had the highest bid last year; twenty-two hundred bucks."
"Wow, congratulations," replied Marcy while shaking the pretty woman's hand.
"Listen, if you want to drive the bidding up, do some flirting. You know, bat your eyes, touch their arm, laugh at their jokes. Tease them a little. I guarantee you'll bring in more money. Some of these guys will naturally assume that you'll put out. Of course you don't have to if you don't want, but they don't know that.
Marcy was a little shocked at the woman's 'helpful hint.' She wanted to make as much for charity as she could but she had no intention of given some guy the idea she was going to have sex with him.
"Hi."
She turned and saw a nice looking man who looked to be in his early sixties. "Hello," she answered.
"My name is Talmidge, Barry Talmidge. Are you going to be one of the prizes tonight?"
"One of the prizes?" she questioned. She hadn't really thought of herself as a prize.
"Yeah, you know, one of the ladies we'll be bidding for."
"Oh, Yes," responded Marcy, suddenly feeling a little cheap. "I'm number twenty-three," she said, pointing to her badge.
"Twenty-three, I'll remember that," he said stepping back and blatantly scanning her with his eyes. "Can I buy you a drink?"
"Ah, well actually I'm looking for someone," she told him. "Will you excuse me?"
Jack had found a spot by the bar where he could see most of the area. He spotted Marcy cutting through the crowd, looking as if she was in search of someone. Just to make sure it was her, he pulled the picture Bob had given him, from his pocket and examined it one more time. Yup, he thought, it's definitely her and she looks even better in person. He started moving in her direction. He wanted to get her number before the bidding started.
Just about the time he caught up with her, Marcy spotted Emmy. "Hi girl," she blurted out, being relieved to be with a friend. "There's more people here than I thought there'd be. It's kind of a madhouse, isn't it."
"Yeah," responded Emmy. "There's a lot more here than there was last year.
"Hello ladies," said Jack as he approached and interjected himself into the conversation. "I'm Jack," he told them as he first shook Emmy's hand and then Marcy's. "You're both very lovely. I..."
Before Jack could finish his statement, they were joined by a tall, good-looking man who appeared to be in his early thirties; considerably younger than most of the other men. "Well, it looks like I found my date for tonight," he said as he stood next to Marcy and put his arm around her waist.
Both Emmy and Marcy were immediately put-off by his brashness but neither wanted to offend one of the bidders so they kept quiet.
Jack was even slightly intimidated by the guy's cocky attitude.
"What's your name, sweetie?" he asked pulling her a little tighter against his body.
"Twenty-three," she responded with an uncomfortable smile.
Emmy saw her friend trying to wiggle loose from the man's grip and decided to come to her rescue. "Oh, honey," she said holding out her hand toward Marcy, "come with me. I want to introduce you to someone."
Marcy took her hand and was literally pulled from the man's grasp.
"Boy," Marcy commented during their escape, "he's a jerk. I hope I don't wind up with him."
"Well if you do, make sure you lay down the law from the start. You're here to give your date some pleasant conversation during dinner, nothing more."
They still had some time to kill so the girls got their free drink at the bar and started to circulate. Together they talked to about twenty guys, including Jack again. Everyone they met was nice and polite. A couple times, one or the other would spot the tall, good-looking jackass and start moving in the opposite direction. They hoped he got the hint.
"Ladies and gentleman, our charity auction will be starting soon," announced the master of ceremonies. "So, would all our lovely ladies find their way behind the stage, please."
"Well, this is it," Marcy said, suddenly getting nervous.
"Don't worry, hon, the way you look tonight, I wouldn't be surprised if you broke some kind of record," Emmy told her with a calming smile.
Together they walked back stage and found two chairs. They sat and talked for over an hour before Emmy was called. Marcy listened to the bidding and was proud of her friend when she heard the auctioneer accept the final offer of fifteen hundred dollars. "Good for you," she said under her breath. Since the girls were paraded out on stage in the order of their assigned numbers, that left Marcy alone to anticipate her fate for a good twenty minutes.
"Twenty-three, you're on deck," proclaimed another tuxedo clad young man, poking his head through the curtains that separated the stage from the back.
Now she really had butterflies. Marcy stood and smoothed the short dress down her legs and wondered for the first time, if she had made a wise wardrobe decision.
Hearing her number announced, she took a deep breath, held her head high, and strutted out to the front of the stage.
"Gentlemen, I would like to introduce you to number twenty-three," declared the auctioneer, "and as you can see, she is stunning. Who will start the bidding?"
Jack was about to open with five-hundred dollars but before he could even open his mouth he heard someone in the crowd.
"One thousand dollars!"
"I have one thou..."
"Twelve hundred," was heard from someone else.
"Thirteen hundred," yelled Jack, finally getting his voice heard.
"Fifteen," came from yet another voice.
"Sixteen," Jack responded.
"Two thousand," arose a new voice from the crowd.
Again..."Twenty-five," someone called before Jack got his bid in.
Quickly he countered, "Twenty-seven."
"Twenty-nine."
"Three thousand," barked Jack.
"Thirty-five hundred..."
***
At home, Jerry still felt slightly nervous, but not nearly as much had he not known his bride was in good hands. Still, he needed something to keep his mind off of the night's events. He strolled in the kitchen and twisted the top from a cold one then looked around for the Louis L'Amour book he'd bought the previous week.
As he stretched out in his favorite recliner, he noticed the wall clock; not even nine-thirty yet, he said to himself. I wonder how late he'll keep her out. I hope she's home by midnight.
Jerry opened the adventuresome paperback to the first page and started to read. He hadn't quite made it to page five yet when he heard his cell phone ring. Who the hell could that be, he wondered. He knew it wasn't Marcy, she'd call the house phone. The display said it was an unknown caller. He paused for a second, figuring it was a telemarketer, but then decided to take it so he could tell whoever it was to take his number off their calling list.
"Hello."
"Hello, Jerry?"
"Yes, who is this, please?"
"It's Jack, Susie Knoll's cousin."
"Yeah." Jerry felt a sense of relief. He thought it was nice of him to report in. "How's it going? Are you guys at a restaurant yet?"
"Ah, well there's a little problem. I was outbid."
Jerry felt a sudden knot in the pit of his stomach. He could feel his blood pressure starting to rise. "What do you mean, you were out bid? You were supposed to go as high as it took!"
"Yeah, but Bob said it might cost me a couple of grand or so. I know he thinks I'm made of money but I have a wife and kids too, Jerry. I was prepared to go as high as three thousand dollars but when the bidding got up that high, some other guy raised it by five-hundred bucks. I just can't go that high, man; and even if I had, this other guy would have upped it again. He wanted your wife, man, and he was going to pay whatever it took."
"Shit!" cursed Jerry. Just then the house phone rang. Without so much of a, 'fuck-off,' he disconnected from Jack and grabbed the receiver. "Hello, Marcy?"
"No, Jerry, it's Emmy. Jerry, listen, Marcy's in trouble. Oh God, this is all my fault..."
"Emmy," he broke in anxiously, "what do you mean she's in trouble?"
"Well, she wound up with this real asshole. He spotted her before the auction even started and came over acting like he owned her or something; putting his arm around her, calling her his date...crap like that.
"Anyway, when everyone was getting ready to leave after the auction, I saw Marcy on the other side of the banquet room with a bottle of water in her hand. I saw him put something in the bottle when she wasn't looking. I'm worried he might have slipped her some kind of date rape drug or something. I tried yelling at her but with everybody talking at once, she couldn't hear me. I took my own date by the hand and tried to get over there to her but there were too many people. We didn't catch up to them until he had her in the car and was pulling out of the lot. We pulled out right behind them. We're following them right now."



Jerry couldn't believe what was happening. It was just as he feared. "Damn it, why doesn't she call me? I told her to call if she got into any trouble."
"I think he may have taken her phone away from her, Jerry. Just before they took off, he threw something in the trunk. I'm pretty sure it was Marcy's purse."
This was not sounding good. Why wouldn't the guy let her call unless he was planning something other than dinner. "Emmy, where are they now?"
"We're heading north on Wabash; we just past Ohio Street."
"Okay, don't let them out of your sight." He was about to hang up and jump in his car when he remembered she didn't have his cell phone number. He grabbed a pen and paper, "Emmy, what's your number. I'm going call it from my cell so you have the number. Then I'm going to take off and head toward you."
"Okay, Jerry." He wrote the number on a note pad, grabbed his cell and rushed out the door.
Emmy picked up as soon as he called her back. "Jerry?"
"Yeah, I'm pulling out of my drive right now."
"Okay, we're still on Wabash."
"Okay, good. You're heading in my direction. I don't want to stay on the phone while driving so I'm going to hang up. I'll call you back when I get closer to town. If anything happens before then...he pulls off somewhere or stops, call me back and let me know; in the meantime, call the police and tell them what you told me."
"I will, Jerry. I'm so sorry for this. I should never have talked her into this."
"Emmy, stop blaming yourself; this is not your fault. I'm going to hang up now, but remember, call me back if anything happens."
In spite of Jerry telling Emmy it wasn't her fault, she would be a long time feeling responsible if anything happened to her friend.
Jerry was barreling down the Kennedy Expressway when his phone rang. "Yeah."
"Oh, Jerry, we lost them," Emmy wailed.
Jerry felt his heart drop.
Emmy was beside herself with grief as she explained. "I was on the phone with the police when he pulled up to a red light and turned right in front of the traffic. By the time we could make the turn they were gone."
"Damn it! Did you get the license number?" he pled.
"Not all of it but I got the first three numbers. They were G35 and it was a silver Mercedes. I told the police but they didn't sound too hopeful of spotting the car with just a partial plate number. I'm sorry, Jerry. I should have thought about writing down the license number before I called them. Oh God, Jerry, I'm so sorry!"
Jerry was always good in an emergency. His brain immediately started running through his options. "It's okay, Emmy. I'm going let you go, I have to think." He disconnected the call. Where would he take her, he wondered? If she was really drugged he couldn't very well take her out in public. He's probably headed for home...where ever that is.
With a hope and a prayer, Jerry passed his originally intended exit for the next one down. Tires screeched to a stop and he flicked the emergency blinkers on as he pulled up in front of the hotel. He ran past the desk and into the banquet hall. Almost everyone was gone, but a few people were still lingering about. His heart was pounding as he surveyed the room, looking for someone in authority. He spotted three people sitting at a table in the far corner. They had two lap top computers in front of them and appeared to be still counting up the evening's proceeds.
"You have to help me," he said, startling the three. "My wife was one of the girls auction off tonight and I think the guy she's with has drugged her. I think he's going to rape her."
"What?" said the oldest of the three, "I doubt that. All our participants have been thoroughly checked out and..."
"Yeah, yeah, I know all that, but I'm tell you...one of the other girls saw him drug the water she was drinking. I want the guy's name and address."
"I'm sorry," replied the same guy. "We don't give out that information."
"Listen to me. If that man rapes my wife I'm coming after you and your whole damn charity. I'll sue you for every fucking penny you've got, and even if I don't win the suit, the publicity will kill you."
The three looked at each other. "Give him what he wants," said one of the other guys.
"Okay, what is your wife's name?" the older gentleman asked.
"Marcella Dixon," answered Jerry.
"Yes, I've got her right here...number twenty-three. Let's see...yeah, here he is; James Shore, but I don't think..."
"Write it down for me; his name and address," Jerry anxiously told him. "WRITE IT DOWN," he hollered when they hesitated.
Without further delay, the older guy grabbed a pen and paper and wrote down the information.
"Call the police. Tell them I'll meet them there, but not to wait for me," exclaimed Jerry as he grabbed the paper and took off at a dead run back to his car.
***
Lost in a cloud of incoherent thought, Marcy felt almost weightless as she tried desperately to focus on her surroundings. She could feel the car's movement as it stealthily cruised the city streets. Bright lights reflected off the windshield and glided effortlessly upward until disappearing at the roofline. Soft music emanated a relaxing, serene mood as the luxury vehicle navigated through the night.
Something was wrong but she couldn't bring herself to be frightened or even concerned.
Finally the movement stopped. Through her hazy mind she heard the opening and closing of a car door; then her own door opened and she felt the warm summer air on her face. A man was taking her by the arm and pulling her from the silver chariot.
"Come on, my beautiful little slut. I can't wait to get you naked," he told her while turning the home security system off with his phone.
This was not the first time he'd done something like this. In his younger years he considered it one of the perks for having a rich daddy. No matter how many times he got in trouble, daddy always paid someone off and got him out of it. In fact, five times he'd forced himself on an unwilling sex partner. He enjoyed the control; it gave him a real rush. Now that daddy had passed away, the money, the company, the power...it was all his.
Marcy was having trouble walking. She wondered why her legs wouldn't work right.
The tall, dashing man led her around to the back of the large house. Another code on his phone unlocked the glass sliding, patio doors.
"No," slurred Marcy faintly, as he put his hand on her back and gave her a nudge inside. "Plea..." She was having trouble sounding out her words. She wasn't sure why, but she was feeling uneasy and hesitated. A second, more persuasive push forced her inside.
"Come on now, dear, don't be difficult. I don't want to have to hurt you," he said in a threatening tone.
Once inside, he drew the door closed and immediately pulled down the zipper of her brand new dress. Even with her brain in a fog, Marcy closed her eyes and felt ashamed as his fingers reached into the open back of the dress and touch her bare skin. He slipped his hands forward, causing the silky fabric to fall at her feet, then moved in front of her to take in the vision of loveliness before him.
"I'm disappointed. What's with the granny underwear?" he maliciously teased. "This needs to come off right now." Standing face to face, the sinister man leered as he reached around to unhook her bra... "No, wait a minute." He stopped as another thought struck him. "Unveiling a body like this should be documented," he told her. "But first, I need some cooperation from you...a little excitement," he said mockingly.
The drug had taken away Marcy's resistance but at the same time, it had also zapped any enthusiasm on her part; but he had a cure for that. He took her by the hand and walked her through the house and up to the second floor bathroom. He opened a drawer and pulled out another pill, then filled a glass with water.
"Open," he commanded, pulling down on her lower jaw.
In her drug induced state, Marcy was easily forced to open her mouth.
"Here you go," he said placing the pill on her tongue. He put the glass to her lips and tipped it up. "Swallow. That's it...good girl; a little Ecstasy to go with the Rohypnol. We'll give it a few minutes to kick in," he told her while leading Marcy into the master bedroom. "Here, sit on the bed. I'm going to get the video camera. By the time I get it all set up, you should be feeling the effects of the Ecstasy; then you and I are going to have some real fun."
***
The distraught husband was disappointed as he pulled up to the address and found the police hadn't arrived yet. The place had a wrought-iron fence around it but it wasn't anything he couldn't get over. There was a silver Mercedes in the drive. The plate number started with G35. Jerry picked up his phone and called 911.
"911, what is your emergency?" came the female voice from the speaker.
"I'm at thirteen-forty, North State Parkway. I'm afraid my wife is in the house and she's being raped."
"Sir, is this a domestic dispute?"
"No, damn it. She went to that damn charity auction tonight and got hooked up with a rapist. Hurry!"
"Yes, sir; I've dispatched a car to the scene. ETA is twelve minutes. Please..."
"Twelve minutes! That's ridiculous. This is the second call you've gotten for this address, you should be here already. Can't you get here any quicker than that? Every second counts. It could already be too late!"
There was a brief delay before she spoke again. "Sir, I'm sorry but there have been no other calls for that address. I'm afraid that's the quickest they can get there. Please try to calm down and wait for the officers. Do not try to take the law in your own hands..."
He didn't want to hear anymore. Those bastards from the auction didn't even call the cops. When this is all over I'm going make sure everyone knows just what kind of organization that is, he told himself as he hit the disconnect and got out of his car.
The place was big and expensive; hell, there were no inexpensive homes on the Gold Coast. He had no idea what kind of alarm system the guy might have had. Surely a place like this must have one that's pretty sophisticated, he thought; but then who cares, the cops are on their way. Maybe an alarm will just get them there quicker.
Jerry pulled his car onto the sidewalk and alongside the fence, hopped up on the hood and jumped over the iron barricade. Once in the yard he made a mad dash for the front door. As far as he could tell, no alarms had sounded, but he guessed they could be silent. The big solid Oak double doors were locked and he immediately recognized the senselessness of trying to break them down.
He ran around the side of the house and tried looking in a window but there was very little light and he couldn't see anything. Then his peripheral vision caught the light in the second story window. There was no doubt in his mind that the bastard had his wife up stairs, in the bedroom. Now starting to panic, Jerry looked around the back of the house and saw the patio doors. If he could find something to break the glass, it looked like the easiest point of entry. On a whim he tried them and couldn't believe the door slid right open.
***
Marcy was by far, the most beautiful woman Jim ever had in his bedroom. Just thinking about what he was going to do to her, had his cock harder than he could ever remember. Menacingly, he stared at her sitting on the bed as he started removing his clothes.
Naked, he took Marcy's hand. "Come my pet," he sneered, pulling her up to stand with him in front of the camera. "Now, finally we're going to see you in all your glory," he whispered in her ear as he moved behind her. Slowly, he unhooked her bra and slid it down her arms, letting it drop to the floor. His clammy hands reached around and felt the soft flesh of her breasts. He heard her gasp with desire as he pinched her nipples and knew she was under the full effects of the drugs. The Rohypnol clouded her mind, zapped her free will, and affected her memory. The Ecstasy released serotonin, and with every touch, would arouse the senses and send waves of sexual pleasure to the brain.
Completely unaware of her surroundings or whose hands were caressing her, Marcy could only revel in the euphoria of sensations that now held her in rapture.
Jim was in no hurry. He knew, even though her mind wouldn't respond, her body would. Evil thoughts of using the video to blackmail her into becoming his sex slave crossed his mind as he looked into the camera and grinned. Entirely unwary of the approaching police sirens, he slowly worked his hand down her body.
Having lost all control, Marcy moaned with pleasure at the touch of his fingers as they rubbed her clit from outside the silky fabric of her panties.
***
Jerry had just stepped inside the house and saw his wife's dress when he heard a moaning sound from above him.
"Aaahhhhhhhooo!"
He bolted for the stairway and took the steps two at a time. From the top of the landing he could see into the bedroom as his nemesis was climbing between the sprawled legs of his naked wife.
Dashing through the doorway, he threw the camera and tripod out of his way and was on top of the would-be rapist. Before he could even react, Jerry grabbed him by the hair and hauled him off the bed, but once the evil man found his footing, he swung around and kicked Jerry's feet out from under him, sending Marcy's surprised savior to the floor with a thud.
Being naked was a definite disadvantage, but even though he'd never had the need before, Jim was determined to use the martial arts training he'd received years prior. Aiming for his assailant's face, Jim attacked with a side kick in Jerry's direction.
Unlike his foe, Jerry had no formal training but he had something his opponent didn't have...rage! He grabbed the foot before it landed and bent the big toe back until he heard a crack that was immediately followed by a cry of pain. Jim fell backward in agony.
The doorbell was ringing violently and they both heard the police trying to enter the building. Jim struggled to get up but Jerry wasn't finished with him yet. He charged his adversary, knocking him down. Jerry was able to connect with two good punches before...
"Freeze!"
Jerry looked up to see two uniformed cops standing in the doorway with their weapons drawn and pointing at him. He immediately put both hands in the air. "I'm the one who called you," he yelled. "That's my wife on the bed over there and this piece of shit was trying to rape her."
"Okay," replied the lead cop, "everyone just calm down. You," he said, motioning to Jerry with the barrel of his gun, "get over there, against the wall."
As soon as Jerry stood up, Jim started yelling. "Officer, arrest him. My name is Shore, I live here. My girlfriend and I were making love when this lunatic broke in and attacked us."
"That's a lie," Jerry shouted. "She's my wife. Look at her. The son-of-a-bitch drugged her."
"Alright, everyone just calm down until we get to the bottom of this." The officer looked at Marcy who was still lying naked on the bed. She didn't react at all like someone normally would in that kind of situation. She didn't look scared or even embarrassed; she looked confused, disoriented. "Is your girlfriend on drugs, Sir?" he asked Jim.
Jerry spoke up again. "She's not his girlfriend..."
The wary cop held up his hand signaling for him to be quiet.
"Ah, well I think she took an Ecstasy, I'm not sure," Jim responded.
The second cop went over to Marcy and lifted her eyelid. He'd seen that far-away look before. "She's had a lot more than just Ecstasy," he told his partner.
"Look," Jerry intervened again, "Her name is Marcy Dixon; I'm telling you, she's my wife. She never even met this guy until tonight. She was in a charity auction down town. That's where she met this creep."
He was happy to see the officers were finally listening to him so he continued.
"The deal is, women volunteer to go up on a stage and be auctioned off. All the money goes to charity and the highest bidder is just supposed to take the woman out for dinner afterward, that's all...just dinner. One of Marcy's friends was there as well, and saw this piece of shit drug the water she was drinking. She called me and I got the people at the auction to give me this guy's address. When I got here I found him on top of her. Look at her," he said with exasperation. "You, said yourself, she's been drugged."
"You let your wife be auctioned off to the highest bidder?" one of the officers asked judgmentally.
"Yeah, yeah, I know, it was against my better judgment. I was worried about just this kind of thing happening, too; but I got talked into letting her do it because it was for charity."
From the look on their faces, Jerry wasn't sure if they believed him or not.
"Please...my wife needs to get to a hospital. I'm not sure if he had a chance to rape her or not. When I came in it looked like he was just getting started but I'm not sure. They also need to test for drugs in her system. Please!"
Before Jerry even finished his plea, one of the officers had already turned his head toward his police radio and was requesting an ambulance. When he was done, he addressed the naked man still sitting on the floor, holding his foot and moaning.
"Are you hurt?"
"Yeah, I'm hurt. That asshole broke my toe," Jim complained.
The officer also noticed a pretty good bruise starting to form around his left eye.
"Okay, get dressed," he said before turning his attention toward Jerry again. "What about you, any cuts or bruises?"
"No, I don't think so."
"Okay, these two are going to the hospital, you're coming to the station with us until we sort all this out," stated the first cop.
Jerry was getting angry. "The station! No, I'm staying with my wife. I'm going to the hospital with her...wait a minute," he had a thought. "I'm going to get my phone out of my pocket, okay?"
One of the boys in blue nodded. "I'm calling Marcy's friend, the one who saw this guy drug her. I'll put it on speaker so you can hear her," he said while hitting the call-back button.
She answered on the first ring. "Jerry, what's happening? Where are you? I've been so worried. Is Marcy okay? Did you find her?" The questions came in rapid succession.
"Emmy, yes, I found her. I think she's going to be okay but she's pretty well drugged up. Listen, I have you on speaker. There are two cops with me. Tell them just what you told me when you called the first time."
"You mean about that guy drugging her?"
"Yeah, just tell them what happened."
"Well yeah, we were at a charity auction. There was this guy, what an asshole; anyway, he was the highest bidder for Marcy. On the way out of the auction, I saw him put something in the water she was drinking. I think it was like one of those date rape drugs. He just seemed like the type, you know. Anyway, we tried following them in the car but we lost them. I called Jerry and told him what happened. What's going on?" she asked again.
"Emmy, I'll tell you all about it later. Marcy's pretty out of it and I'm trying to get these officers to let me go to the hospital with her. That's why I called you," he told her. "They didn't believe me. They want to take me to the station."
"Oh no, you tell them I'm a witness. If they need me to testify in court, or anything like that, I'll be glad to."
"Okay, thanks Emmy. I got to let you go for now but I'll call you later and tell you all about it; Marcy should be okay though. Thanks for all your help tonight. I mean it. Oh, and thank your date for me. I'll bet following somebody all around the city wasn't exactly what he had in mind for tonight," Jerry added with a chuckle.
He ended the call then looked at the two cops. "Well?"
Both officers looked at one another; one nodded his head. "Okay, we'll let you go to the hospital with your wife," he told Jerry, then turned toward his radio again. "Dispatch, it looks like this is going to be a crime scene. I need somebody down here to tape it off and secure the premises. We're going to the hospital with the victims. I'm also going to need a couple detectives and a search warrant for drugs. Oh, include the car on the warrant as well...yeah, okay."



While the cop was talking on his radio, Jerry went over to Marcy and wrapped her up in the top sheet that was on the bed. She didn't understand what was going on and had become scared; he could see it in her eyes. He sat next to her on the bed, cradled her in his arms, and laid her head against his chest. "It's okay, honey," he told her while gently rocking back and forth. "Everything's going to be okay. I love you so much." Tears started to well up in his eyes as he realized how lucky he was to find her. Off in the distance, he heard the wailing sound of the ambulance approaching.
Along with the EMTs came several more officers, two were female. Jerry wanted to dress her but the cops said they needed her clothes for evidence. The female officers were very sympathetic and helped the paramedics cover her up and get her ready for transport. Jerry figured they had, had some training. Everything they did, the way they talked and acted, he knew was designed to keep Marcy calm and let her know she was in good hands. For the first time all night, he felt relief.
Jerry had to follow the ambulance in his car. Jim was also going to the hospital, but in the back of a squad car. He pulled up right behind his wife and followed her into the ER.
For the next couple of hours, Jerry stayed at Marcy's side while doctors and nurses paraded in and out of their little cubical. They took blood samples and had him step out while they did a rape kit. After that, they hooked her up to a couple machines. It seemed like hours passed before they saw anyone again. Jerry never left her side or let go of her hand the whole time they waited for someone to tell them what was happening.
Finally a doctor walked in. "Hello," he said with a smile as he shook hands with Jerry. "I'm Doctor Anderson." He walked around the side of the hospital bed and looked down at Marcy who was a little more cognizant but still not really aware of what was going on yet. "Well, young lady, it sounds like you had quite a night." He looked back over at a very concerned Jerry. "We're getting her a room upstairs. There's really not a lot we can do except keep her under observation until the drugs work their way out of her system. We don't have the results back from the lab yet but there's no doubt she was given what they call, a date rape drug. Depending on which one she was given, there could be some complications as she's detoxing," he reported.
"What kind of complications?" Jerry anxiously asked.
"Don't get excited. Complications are rare. Usually it's only when somebody mixed the drugs with alcohol or other drugs. From what I understand, she ingested it with water so I'm not expecting any problems. It's just better to be on the safe side."
"Okay, thanks," said Jerry.
The doctor smiled and left the room. About twenty minutes later a nurse came in and they all moved to a regular room.
"Jerry...Jerry!" Marcy's eyes were wide with fear as she awoke in the strange room. Instinctively she squeezed the hand holding hers.
"It's okay, honey," Jerry assured her. He rose from the chair beside her bed where he had spent the night and looked into her frightened face. "I'm right here. You're okay, babe. You're in the hospital."
"Hospital..." Her eyes darted around the room. "What happened? Why am I here?"
"Don't worry about that right now," he replied. "How do you feel?"
"Ah, I...I'm sore. I...was I in a car accident?" Before he had a chance to reply, she spoke again. "My mouth is dry, honey. Can I have some water?"
"Yeah, sure," he said. His hand shook a little as he poured some water into a paper cup. "Here you go, honey."
After a few minutes, Jerry asked if she remembered what happened. She thought back to the previous night. Her memory was starting to return by way of vague flashbacks but she recalled nothing from the time they reached the house.
About that time a nurse came in and asked her how she felt. For the next couple of hours nurses came and went. They were still a little hesitant to give her solid food so Marcy had to settle for a breakfast of chocolate pudding.
Her attending physician came in and explained the effects of the Rohypnol and the Ecstasy they found in her system. He told her and Jerry, traces of the drugs would be remain in the body for another twelve hours or so, but that she was over any risk of complications so they would release her later in the day.
As the doctor was leaving, Jerry made an excuse to leave the room and caught up with him in the hall. "Doctor, can you tell if she was raped or not?"
"Well, with the drugs it's harder to tell. Usually a rape victim tries to fight. There's usually bruising on the inside of the victim's legs and around the vaginal area from the rapist forcing her legs open, but when the victim is drugged like your wife, they usually don't have to use force. However, we found no presence of semen."
"Thank you, doctor." Since he told his wife he was going for coffee, Jerry decided to grab a cup before going back to the room. When he returned he saw an unfamiliar couple talking to his wife.
They glanced in his direction as they heard him enter. "Mr. Dixon?" one of them asked while reaching his hand out, "I'm lieutenant Grayson, this is detective Reese," he said gesturing to the woman standing next to him. "I'd appreciate it if you both could answer some questions for us."
"Certainly," Jerry replied. "I'll help you anyway I can. I'm not sure how much help my wife will be, though; she doesn't remember very much. The doctor said it was a symptom of the drugs that guy gave her."
"We understand. Now, according to the arresting officers, you said she was at a charity auction?"
Jerry went on to explain the event. He watched their faces for the same look of disapproval he saw from the two cops the night before, but there wasn't any.
Between what Marcy remembered and what Jerry told them, the two detectives were able to put together a pretty accurate account of what had transpired.
"So what happens now," asked Jerry at the end of the questioning.
"Well, that's actually up to the prosecutor's office but we have a pretty substantial case against Mr. Shore. We found enough drugs in his house to charge him with intent to distribute. We also found the water bottle you drank from, Mrs. Dixon. It was in his car. It had your prints on it; it also had his. We did a chemical analysis on the water that was left and matched it to the drugs in the house and the drugs found in your system. On top of all that there's the video that Mr. Shore was kind enough to supply us with. Even though you weren't actually raped, it clearly shows intent. Between your toxicology report, the bottle, the video, and the testimony of the two arresting officers, we have more than sufficient cause to charge him with sexual assault and attempted rape in addition to the drug charges.
"You should be hearing from the prosecutor's office within the next week or so. I'm assuming they can count on your testimony?"
"You're damn right," said Jerry.
"Good. Well, that should do it, at least for now. Oh, we also found your purse, Mrs. Dixon. It was in the trunk of his car. Your cell phone and other items are in it. We don't really need that in evidence. You can come down to the station and claim it anytime."
"That's right," Marcy recalled. "I think I was already starting to feel a little woozy when we got into his car. I was going to call you, honey, but he grabbed the phone and said he paid for my full attention. I told him I just wanted to call and tell you when I'd be home but he stuck the phone back into my purse and threw it in the trunk. That's when I started getting scared but I was also starting to feel disoriented. In the car, I couldn't keep track of where we were going. It was like I was trapped in a dream and couldn't get out."
"Well he won't be drugging anymore women for a very long time," said detective Reese, speaking up for the first time.
"I got to ask, lieutenant, what makes a guy think he can get away with something like that? Even when he was caught red handed, he didn't seem to be that concerned," Jerry inquired.
"Mr. Dixon, you'd be surprised how many guys DO get away with it, especially if there're no witnesses. The drug he used, Rohypnol, is a very powerful sedative. In most cases the victim wakes up with no memory of what happened and even if they do remember, it's her word against his.
"In this case, Mr. Shore had a very rich, powerful father who had friends in high places. He used his influence to get junior out trouble when it was necessary. When he died, junior inherited everything; everything except his dad's political connections. He thought the power was in the money. Hell," joked the lieutenant, "he even tried to bribe me. He offered me fifty grand to make the charges go away. Unfortunately for him, Mr. Shore never made the kind of friends his old man had. That's a lesson that will cost him about twenty-five years."
"Well I thank you, lieutenant; you too, detective Reese," Jerry said, shaking hands with both. "We appreciate all your help and you can count of us to do whatever it takes to put that slime-ball behind bars."
As the two detectives left, Jerry had another thought. He pulled out his cell and made a call, but before it started to ring, he handed the phone to his wife.
"What's this?" she inquired. "What..."
Just then she recognized the voice from the other end.
"Hello, Jerry. I'm so glad you called. How is..."
"Hello Emmy," interjected Marcy.
There was an audible sigh from the other end. "I've been so worried," she whispered with relief. "Are you alright?"
"I'm okay, thanks to you and my hero of a husband," she replied. "I was pretty much in a fog and don't remember a lot, but from what I understand, you guys are the dynamic duo," she chuckled.
"Marcy, I feel so guilty for getting you mixed up in this mess. I'm so sorry."
"Emmy, don't be ridiculous. It wasn't your fault. I'm just thankful you saw him drug the water and called Jerry. If it hadn't been for you...well, I don't know what would have happened," she said. Marcy made a big sigh of relief and shivered, thinking about the possibilities.
"Are you home?"
"No, not yet; I'm still in the hospital but they're going to release me in a little while. I can't wait to get to the safety of my own home," she told her friend.
They didn't talk too much longer. Marcy's muscles still ached a little from the drugs and Emmy could tell she really didn't want to talk about her experience.
Around noon, they brought her some lunch. Jerry took the opportunity to run back to the house and bring her some clothes.
It was almost four in the afternoon by the time Marcy was headed home. For the rest of the day she rested in her own bed while Jerry comforted her.
***
His first sensation was the feeling of his wife lying half across his chest; her head snuggled between his shoulder and chin, her arm stretched all the way around to the other side. He was surprised to see the bright rays of sunshine streaming in from the window. They were still fully dressed. In fact, they were both so worn out after coming home from the hospital that they fell asleep without even having dinner and slept through the entire night.
As the desolation of sleep slowly gave way to consciousness, he became aware of the almost imperceptible soft sobs. "Honey," he whispered. "Are you crying?"
"Do...do you hate me?" she whimpered.
Even though she barely spoke above a murmur, Jerry could hear the pain in her voice. "Hate you; honey, why would you think such a thing? No, I don't hate you. I love you, very, very much. What brought this on?" he questioned as he pulled her tighter into his body.
"It was my fault...all my fault. If I had listened to you none of this would have happened. That man wouldn't have done those awful things to me," she cried a little louder.
Through the night, Marcy was remembering more of what had happened. It was as if she had dreamed it, or was watching it from outside of her body, but she knew it was no dream. She remembered the shame she suffered as he removed her clothing piece by piece; her terror and revulsion as he touched her skin; the feeling of helplessness as his hands explored her naked body, and the guilt for not finding some way to stop him. She felt dirty, used, and unworthy.
"Honey, none of this was anybody's fault except that bastard, Shore," Jerry declared. "Come on, I'm starving. How about you?" he said trying to change the subject and make her forget. "Look, why don't you take a nice hot shower while I go down stairs and make us some breakfast. It looks like a beautiful day out there, let's go for a ride. We can take some food and find a place for a picnic; we haven't done that in ages."
"Okay," she agreed with a forced smile. The hot shower was relaxing but only to a point. The water felt good and soothed her sore muscles but it did nothing to wash away the memories.
Jerry was just serving the sausage and eggs as she sat down at the table. "Here you go, babe. Get something in your stomach and I'm sure you'll feel better."
Out of the corner of his eye, Jerry watched. Marcy was holding her fork but had yet to take a single bite; she just stared absentmindedly into her plate. Suddenly she dropped her fork, covered her face with her hands, and broke out in loud sobs.
"Honey, honey..." Jerry jumped up from his chair and knelt beside her, wrapping his distraught wife in his arms.
"I feel so dirty," she wept, "I feel so dirty."
Trying to be as comforting as he could, Jerry pulled her in closer and laid her head on his shoulder as tears rained from her eyes. He was rapidly becoming very concerned for his wife's mental health.
They never did get out for their picnic. Instead, Marcy cried on and off and spent most of the day in bed. When he wasn't with her, Jerry started to investigate the emotional effects of sexual assault on women. From what he read, part of her problem could have been from the withdrawal effects of the drugs, but not all of it. The more he read, the more he knew his wife was going to need professional help.
It was weeks before she could make love again. She tried but every time Jerry would touch her, it brought back those feelings of helplessness and shame. It scared her. Even though Jerry was patient and told her it was okay, her guilt was intense. Every morning, her sweet man would make light of awakening with a raging woody.
One morning Marcy woke up, lying on her side and snuggled into his arms. She glanced up toward his closed eyelids to see if he was awake. His face was void of expression, his breathing rhythmic; he appeared to still be asleep. With the back of her fingers, she lightly stroked his cheek. He was a good man, and she loved him so much. He deserved to be shown, not just told how much she loved him.
It was the devotion she felt for her man that finally overpowered her fear. She lowered her hand until her fingers surrounding her husband's, rock hard, penis.
For the first time in a long time, she felt no shame, only love. Gently she slid her hand up and down, feeling his flesh glad through her loose grip. As she felt him stir, her grip tightened just slightly.
Jerry moaned with pleasure as he opened his eyes.
"Good morning," Marcy cooed in his ear.
His body started to writhe under her deft manipulations. "Ohhhhh yeaaaaa," he sighed, taking in a deep breath.
Marcy swung her leg over his hips and slowly impaled herself. It was like old times as she leaned forward, planting the palms of her hands on her man's heaving chest. Tightly she hugged his hard on with her vagina as she rode him to a long-awaited, heavenly euphoria.
Both came hard, informing the neighbors with screams of ecstasy.
Over the next several months, life wasn't easy for either of them. Marcy was seeing a psychologist who specialized in victims of sexual assault. On top of that, every so often the prosecutor's office would call them in for another deposition or to confer on something that pertained to the upcoming trial of James Shore. Having to keep going over the events of that night certainly wasn't speeding Marcy's recovery.
Through it all, Jerry never wavered. He held his wife's head to his chest when she needed to cry and understood when she wanted to be alone. There were days when he wondered how he could go on, but then he'd look into the loving eyes of his wife and it would give him strength. He was her rock and she loved him with all her heart. For him, that love was his beacon in the night; it gave him direction and purpose.
As time passed, a new Marcy was emerging; a stronger, more confident woman than she'd previously been. When it came time to testify at the trial, she took the stand and looked her attacker straight in the eye. If she thought she could have reached him she'd have spit in his face. James Shore was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison. It was over, they could finally put the whole ugly episode behind them. Time to celebrate, but there were also fences to mend.
One of the things that suffered over those difficult months were friendships. Jerry's best friend, Bob, never got over the fact that his wife's cousin dropped the ball and put Marcy in jeopardy. He carried tremendous guilt. As a result, he found it hard to look Jerry in the eye.
Guilt was also the primary factor behind the deteriorating relationship between Marcy and Emmy. No matter how many times Marcy told her it wasn't her fault, Emmy just couldn't forgive herself for talking her into participating that night.
Another thing that suffered was the charity auction. The newspapers picked up the story of Marcy's abduction and followed it through to the end of the trial. The number of women volunteers to be auctioned the following year, dropped down to zero.
That led to a young investigative reporter looking into the auction's finances. He discovered only a small portion of the money raised actually made it to Cancer research; almost seventy-five percent of the proceeds were used to line the pockets of its three primary officers. They were now being investigated by the D.A.'s office to see if fraud charges were warranted.
One of the lessons Marcy had learned through it all, was that there was a lot of truth to the adage, "What doesn't kill you, makes you stronger." She was stronger, much stronger; in her convictions, her will, and most of all, the love for her husband.
He had made her a promise to find some way to raise money for Cancer research and she was going to hold him to it. They put their heads together and came up with a plan, but they were going to need help.
***
Monday morning, Jerry asked his secretary to tell Bob he needed to see him, first thing. A few minutes later Bob wandered into Jerry's office and was asked to take a seat.
"Bob, Marcy and I would like to take you and Susie out for dinner Saturday night." He could see the hesitation in his friend's face.
"Ah, I'll have to check, Jerry. I think Susie..."
"Whatever Susie has going on, you tell her to cancel." He wasn't about to let Bob say no.
"Well..."
"Well nothing, damn it. You've got the whole week to postpone whatever you have going. I won't take no for an answer. There's going to be another couple there as well. You don't know them, they're friends of Marcy's; really nice people. I'm sure you'll like them."
"Okay, Jerry," Bob relented. "Where and when?"
While Jerry was explaining the particulars, a similar conversation was going on between Marcy and Emmy. Just like her husband, Marcy didn't take no for an answer either.
Jerry made reservations at Plato's Place, a great little upscale restaurant on the near north side of Chicago where the food was excellent and the prices were in the moderate range. A lovely, young hostess showed everyone to a quiet table with a view of the city.



Jerry and Marcy did the introductions as everyone were taking their seats. A few moments later the waiter took their drink orders. Jerry waited until everyone ordered dinner before revealing the dual purpose behind his invitation.
"Folks, I want to thank you all for coming tonight, it means a lot to Marcy and me."
"You didn't give us much choice," Bob interjected, getting a chuckle from everyone.
"You're right, Bob, I guess I didn't, but Marcy and I are hoping this will be a very special night and we wanted to share it with our best friends.
"It's been almost a year since James Shore drugged and kidnapped Marcy. A lot of things have happened since. It's been tough times but we've survived and in some ways, even prospered. Bob, by now everyone knows how we tried to rig the auction so I knew who Marcy would be out with that night. I, personally, know how guilty you feel about what happened; so much so, that it's actually affected our friendship. I won't have that, I want it to stop. You weren't responsible for what happened anymore than you were, Emmy."
Jerry turned his attention to her. "Your friendship with Marcy has been strained in the same way...it stops tonight, both of you! Now, I know...easier said than done. So, if either of you still have a hard time forgiving yourselves, we have a way for both of you to make amends."
Marcy picked up the conversation from there. "As you all know," she said, attracting everyone's attention, "that charity auction was one of victims from the fall out of that night. As it turns out, the actual amount of money that was donated didn't turn out to be that much, but the loss of any money that goes toward Cancer research is a big loss in my book."
"Soooooo," Jerry chimed in again, drawing out the word to grab everyone's attention, "we've come up with a plan to replace that money and hopefully more. If you guys still feel guilty then let's put that guilt to work for charity."
"This sounds exciting," offered Emmy.
"I hope so," Jerry countered. "I've been talking to Terry Hildebrand. He's the pro at Dear's Trail Golf Course where Bob and I play a lot of golf. He talked to the owners of the golf course and they've agreed to donate the course for an entire Sunday. In other words, we hold a charity golf tournament and everything we make, one-hundred percent, goes toward Cancer research. The only thing is, Marcy and I can't do this alone; we need help. That's where you guys come in."
"You can count me in," said Bob immediately.
"Me too," responded Emmy.
"Do you have room for me?" Stan asked.
"Hey, you're not leaving me out," said Susie.
EPILOGUE:
And so the, "Sherry Duncan Foundation," was established. They named it after Marcy's mother. The first year of the charity golf tournament, it brought in almost fifty-thousand dollars. The following year they combined the tourney with a silent auction and the third year, the Titlist Corporation donated a thousand dollar set of golf clubs to be auctioned off. That year the event brought in a total of one hundred thousand dollars, every penny of which, went toward Cancer research.
Bob and Emmy finally lost their feelings of guilt and the six musketeers, as they now called themselves, formed a friendship that would endure a lifetime.
Marcy's new found strength and determination earned her a promotion at work. No one was more proud of her than Jerry, and Marcy made sure he knew how much he was loved and appreciated every day.
One of the interesting side notes that developed from Marcy's horrible experience, was Jerry's trust issues...they no longer existed. When his lovely wife was sent away on a week's training seminar for her new job, never once did a suspicious thought cross his mind. She was his and he was hers.
The End.
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Sometimes, when I'm working on a long, in-depth story, I get so engrossed that I need to take a mental hiatus. It's usually during one of these cerebral breaks that I come up a short flash story. "Continental Divide," and "He Said No," are two such stories. This is but another. There is no sex so if that's what floats your boat you'll probably want to take a pass. For the rest of you, I hope you enjoy the read, and as usual, I love to see those comments.
*
I'll admit it'd been a tough year; not just for Lori, my wife, but all of us.
For sixteen years, I'd worked for Van's Screw and Nut. We made custom fasteners for manufacturers. When a company builds a product they can't just go to the local hardware store to buy screws, everything has to be made to their specifications.
I started out in sales and worked my way up to sales manager. It was a great job and paid very well. If I met all four of my quarterly quotas, which I always did, my year-end bonus would put me well over the hundred-thousand dollar hump. Of course with so many manufacturers going overseas, we had to fight harder to maintain our share of the market but I had built a good, hardworking sales team and we always managed to do better than the year before.
A little over a year ago, all the company big wigs, including me, were called into an unscheduled meeting. We were all very shocked to find out the company's owner was retiring and had been in secret negotiations with a California conglomerate to buy the company. We'd been sold!
The new CEO was introduced and we were all promised our jobs were secure and nothing would change as far as management was concerned. That turned out to be a lie. Within two months, heads started to roll. I saw the handwriting on the wall and started looking for a new job but my time came before I had landed anything. With a pat on the back and a severance check for ten grand in my hand, they led me right out the door.
At first Lori and I weren't too worried, but as the months passed I was starting to realize how the economy had changed during the years I had my cushy job. Not only had a lot of the manufacturing gone overseas, but a number of the domestic firms that were left were buying their fasteners from overseas. I wondered how we stayed as strong as we did, but that was no longer my concern. I had to get a job.
During this time, Lance, our seventeen year old son, was graduating high school. I had mixed emotions when he announced he was joining the military right after commencement. With everything going on in the Middle East, I was afraid for his safety, and of course we both were going to miss him something terrible. On the other hand I was glad we didn't have to pay for college, because frankly, we just didn't have it.
About five months after being let go, it became clear that finding another hundred-thousand dollar job was not going to be easy, so I started setting my sights a little lower. To fill in, what I was sure was a temporary financial gap, Lori started to look for something too. She actually found employment before I did. She was hired as a low level secretary for a software company. It didn't pay much but it was still more than my unemployment check.
A month after Lori started work, I took a sales position with Enright Automotive. They made after-market car parts. For the first couple months I made a token salary while in training. After that I was put on salary plus commission. It was never going to be a high paying job. One guy had been with them for twelve years and was the highest paid salesman there...he made all of sixty K a year.
You can imagine the strain on our budget. We had gotten used to all the financial trappings of a well-to-do family. We lived in a nice house with a sizable mortgage and had two Cadillacs; only one of which was paid for. That was mine. It was a five year old CTS. Lori drove the same model but we bought hers just a few months before I got laid off. We also had several credit cards, most of which were already maxed out.
Lori and I both missed our evenings out on the town, as well. It was another perk; after-all, if you can't enjoy yourself what's the sense of having money. We used to go out all the time; dinner with friends, sometimes dancing, other times a show, a play, or maybe a concert. It was nothing structured like a regular date night; we just kicked up our heels whenever we felt like it. That was usually two or three times a month-sometimes more.
Unfortunately it was one of the first things that suffered when we had to start scaling back. It seemed to be harder on Lori than on me. Growing up, her family had more money than mine. I didn't start going out and enjoying myself until I started dating in college, but my wife used to go out with her dad and mom all the time; it was practically second nature for her.
We hadn't been out in many months and Lori was starting to complain. As far as she was concerned, the bills could wait. It first started about three months ago...
"Skyler we have GOT to do something. I'm going insane sitting home night after night with nothing to do. I want to go out like we used to. I want to have some fun."
Lori's timing was always bad. I was sitting at the kitchen table going through our bills. Slowly, very slowly we were just starting to dig ourselves out of the hole a little.
I looked up at my beautiful wife. "Sure, no problem," I said sarcastically. "Just tell me which of these bills not to pay."
She just glared at me. I thought for a moment she was going to start yelling but whatever she was thinking, she kept to herself.
As soon as I said what I did, I felt bad. It wasn't really such a horrible request.
"I'm sorry, honey," I apologized. "I promise, it won't always be like this. I haven't stopped looking for a better job; in the meantime, we just have to cool it for a while."
"Cool it?" she snarled. "Skyler we've been cooling it for almost a year now. I feel like a caged animal. I need to get out and enjoy myself."
"I know, honey; I know," I said trying to placate her. "Look, we have a lot to catch up on. Five months ago we missed a house payment and our second car payment. We came this close," I said holding my thumb and index finger about an inch apart, "to having your car repossessed. With this month's commission check we'll be square except for one car payment. If we can keep the grocery bill down, we'll be all caught up in another two months."
I could see Lori's lips tighten. She wasn't a happy camper and I really couldn't blame her. Then I got, what I thought was a great idea.
"I'll tell you what, why don't you and I go to Lincoln Park Zoo this weekend? It's free and we haven't been there since Lance was young."
"Skyler, I don't want to commune with nature, I want to commune with some nightlife," she sneered. "I want to eat and drink and dance until my feet fall off."
"Honey please, hang in there a little longer. I promise, as soon as we get current with all the bills we'll celebrate by going out someplace nice for dinner."
Without another word she turned and went upstairs. I guess I sighed a little to myself. I really did feel bad but this was Chicago, between parking and dinner for two, a night out was going to cost a couple hundred bucks, or more. I was brought up in a household that believed the bills came first. There was no way I could justify blowing that kind of money when we were still behind and barely paying the minimum payment on our credit cards each month.
It took me another ten minutes to finish up. I was going to watch the news but realized Lori was still upstairs so I thought I'd check on her first. When I entered our bedroom she was sitting on the edge of the bed, crying. I really felt like a heel. I sat down next to her, reached around, and pulled her in tight to me. "I'm sorry, babe. I'm doing the best I can," I said leaning my cheek on the top of her head.
"I know," she sniffled. "This has just been such a hard year, and now with Lance gone we could be going for the weekend somewhere. We should be taking little mini vacations; instead we're stuck here. It's almost like being in prison. I thought debtor's prison was abolished," she scoffed.
It's too bad she was looking down when she said that. If she'd been paying attention I'm sure she would have seen the anger in my face. Our house was no prison. Hell, I didn't even want to buy it. I thought it was too big and too expensive, but once she saw it, she just had to have it. Now I'm fighting like hell to keep it and she's calling it a fucking prison. I had a choice; I could either open my mouth and tell her just what I thought of her analogy, or walk away. I chose the latter.
Over the next couple of months, things between Lori and me got even worse. Conversations seemed to be getting shorter and less meaningful. We were spending less and less time in the same room with each other. Love making was becoming less frequent and Lori's participation was decreasing. Her screams of passion became whimpers and the magic was disappearing from the bedroom.
She made no bones about the fact that she was unhappy with me for not taking her out but I couldn't help it. Yes, we both needed a release, I agreed with her, but not until we were at least caught up on our bills. I promised her a night on the town in the near future but it didn't seem to appease her.
Things came to a head on a Friday after work. I came home in an exceptionally good mood. I had just landed a nice contract and with the commission I'd be receiving at the end of the month, I'd finally be able to take my lovely wife out for a good time. Unfortunately I didn't get a chance to tell her about it. She was coming down the stairs dressed to the nine's as I walked in.
"Wow," I said watching her descend. "What's the occasion?"
"I'm going out with some of the girls from work. Don't worry," she said with a sarcastic tone in her voice, "they're paying for everything."
Right off the bat something didn't ring true. I immediately got a bad feeling. As far as I knew, Lori had never cheated on me, but you don't put on the sexiest dress in your closet to go out with the girls. Besides that, my wife was a proud woman; I couldn't imagine her going out and allowing her friends to pay for everything. That would be like taking charity. Only if she was going out with a guy, would she allow someone to pay for the whole night. I felt the hair stand up on the back of my neck.
"Ah huh, and just who are these girls? What are their names?"
She didn't even look concerned with my question. "Just some of the girls from the office, you don't know any of them."
"You didn't answer my question, Lori. I may have been born at night, but I wasn't born last night. You don't dress like that to out with girlfriends. Who are you meeting? Do you have a date with a man?"
"Oh don't be silly," she said nonchalantly. "I told you I was going out with the girls; if you don't believe me I can't help it. You're just paranoid because you have a guilty conscience."
Just then I heard a car horn. I looked outside and saw a cab in our drive. "You're taking a taxi?"
"Yeah, well I intend to enjoy myself tonight. Heaven knows we can't afford a DUI so I thought it would be the smart thing to do."
"I suppose the girls are paying for that, too," I angrily asked.
"As a matter of fact, yes-they are." She leaned over and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. "I have some leftovers from last night in the fridge. You can heat them up in the microwave. I may be pretty late so don't worry about waiting up." And with those parting words, she was out the door.
I watched to see if anyone else was in the car but from what I could see as she slid into the back seat, she was alone.
For a little while, I went into denial. Sure, I knew Lori was angry but I just couldn't believe my wife would actually go out with another man. Hell, we had a son together-a life together. She wouldn't cheat on me, I told myself. There was just no way.
I pulled the leftovers from the fridge and stuck them in the microwave but as my meal was warming up, so was I. I wanted so much to believe she was just out having a good time with some friends from work, but come on...
I went over to the computer and looked up the number for the taxi service. When the dispatcher answered the phone I told him I wanted the destination of the cab that just left my house, then gave him my address. I wasn't sure what privacy issues they would have but the guy on the other end of the line had no problem giving me the information; Plato's Place, 3560 Elmhurst Rd.
I knew the place. In fact Lori and I had gone there on a couple of occasions. It was a romantic restaurant with an attached bar that had plenty of dimly lit corners; not the kind of place a woman goes to have fun with her girlfriends, more like the kind of place a guy takes a woman to seduce her.
By the time the buzzer rang indicating my dinner was ready, I had a knot in the pit of my stomach the size of a softball. I thought husbands and wives were supposed to pull together when the going got rough, not betray each other. Hell, I thought, maybe I'll just go to Plato's Place for dinner, myself.
The place had two entrances, one for the lounge, one for the restaurant. If I went in through the lounge I didn't have to deal with a hostess. I wasn't interested in a drink so I walked right passed the bar and into the dining room. A quick scan of the place revealed my wife sitting at a table with another man. She had her back to me but there was no doubt it was her. They were both talking over a plate of appetizers and a bottle of wine was already sitting next to the table.
I could feel my blood coming to a boil. I fixed my eyes on the bastard who was trying to bed my wife and started my approach with an aggressive stride. I was still a few feet away when Mr. Slick must have sensed something. He stopped in mid-sentence and looked up. Our eyes met and he suddenly looked nervous. I was just a couple feet away when Lori glanced over her shoulder to see what her paramour was looking at.
"Skyler!" she shrieked. "What are you doing here?"
"I came to meet your girlfriends," I said with venom. "Who's the asshole?"
"Hey," he said, starting to stand up.
"Go ahead...give me an excuse," I threatened. "You know damn well she's married. I guess that doesn't mean anything to you though, does it. Tell me, do you leave a trail of slime behind you when you walk?"
He looked like he wasn't sure what he should do. He was still half standing and half sitting when my wife chimed in.
"Skyler, please, don't make a scene. This is Jerry. I work with him. Since you're too stingy to take me out, he volunteered. He was just trying to be nice."
"Nice, my ass," I growled. "He's just trying to get into your pants." I looked at Jerry again. I guess he decided he didn't want to try me because he sat back down. "If you attempt anything with my wife again, so help me I'll drag you through town on a rope tied to the bumper of my car.
"Come on, your evening is over," I told my wife.
She hesitated just for a second, but like Jerry, she decided not to test me any further. "I'm sorry about this," she said to Mr. Cool while standing.
I think every eye in the place was on us as I took her by the arm and escorted her out through the front door. Not one word was spoken in the car, not by either of us. Once we got into the house; however, it was a different matter.
"What the hell was that all about, Lori, tell me. Have you suddenly decided that I'm not worthy to be your husband anymore?"
"No, of course not. I just wanted to get out of the house and have some fun for a change."
"Who is this, Jerry? How long have you guys been seeing each other?" I asked getting more and more angry by the minute.
"He's just someone I work with, and we haven't been seeing each other. We've had lunch together a couple of times, that's all. I mentioned that we don't go out any more like we used and told him I miss it. He offered to take me out for dinner and some dancing and I took him up on it...so shoot me," she stated derisively.
"I don't believe this," I said almost shell-shocked. "I thought our marriage was stronger than this. We have some tough times and you're ready to bail on me?"
"Who said anything about bailing? I work every day now, too. I deserve to be able to enjoy myself once in a while. If you won't take me out why should I turn down someone who will?"
"Because you're my wife, damn it!" I said raising my voice. "That's why! We're supposed to be a damn team."
She didn't say anything to that, but from the look on her face, I could tell she was scoffing at my words.
"Is this what I have to look forward too; being married to someone I can't trust? Am I going to have to worry who you're with or what you're doing when you're out of my sight? Tell me, what were your plans for the end of the night? Did you intend to sleep with him?"
"Of course not," she abruptly answered.
I looked at the woman I had been married to for almost twenty years, and for the first time, I didn't trust her...not one little bit.
"I don't believe you," I said. "You lied to me when you said you going out with girlfriends and you didn't even seem very concerned that I didn't believe you then; why should I believe you now? I'll admit, it's been a tough year, but a wife is supposed to stick by her husband. Remember what we said to each other at the altar, 'for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health.'" In that instant my thoughts were clear as a bell. "Our marriage is over," I declared.
This time her scoff was verbal. "Don't be silly," she said dismissively. "We're broke, remember. You can't afford a lawyer, how're you going to get a divorce? Hell, you can't even afford to move out."
I wished I could have come back with a clever retort, but to tell you the truth, I was too stunned. I guess some people are just no good at dealing with adversity. She had obviously stopped loving me...and stopped respecting me. After nineteen years, my marriage was over just that quick. I would have probably broken down and cried but I was too damned angry. Without saying another word, I went upstairs and started to pack a suitcase.
Lori waited a good ten minutes before coming up to see what I was doing. "What's this?" she asked in a sharp tone. "Oh I see; you can't take me out to dinner but you can afford to stay the night in a motel. Fine!" she yelled as she turned around and walked out.
Enright Automotive contracted out to have most of their inventory made overseas, but we did make some items ourselves. We had a small plant adjacent to the offices. It had a large shower room so the workers could get cleaned up before going home and there was a couch in the reception room of the office building. A shower and a place to sleep, that's all I needed for the time being.
As I hit the bottom landing with my suitcase, Lori was in the kitchen. She called out when she heard the door open but I never stopped to hear what she had to say. I threw my clothes in the car and left.
I hadn't gone a mile down the street before my phone started to ring. Sitting in the car with my seatbelt on, I couldn't get to it if I wanted, so I let it go to voicemail. It only took a few seconds for me to get curious as to what she had to say. After I got to the office I pulled the phone out of my pocket. I had been speculating all the way there. I thought I'd hear a weeping Lori apologizing and begging me to come back; instead...
"Skyler, you're being childish. I told you I had no plans to sleep with Jerry and I meant it. Now get your ass back home."
...not quite what I expected.
I left all but a few essentials in the car; no sense in letting everyone at work know what was going on. It was still early so I went into the break room and watched a little TV to try and get my mind off of my troubles but it didn't work. I couldn't help but wonder what would have happened if I hadn't gone to the restaurant. Would she really have come home after dancing a little? I guess I'll never know for sure but I had my doubts. Even if she had, that slime-ball, Jerry, didn't seem like the kind who'd give up that easily. I'm sure that somewhere down the road he'd have gotten her in the sack.



I finally gave up trying to watch anything and set my alarm early enough that I could shower in the morning and be dressed before the factory guys started to arrive at seven.
As I tried to get some sleep, I wondered what I was going to do. Lori was right, I didn't have the money for a lawyer, or even an apartment. I'd have to figure out something. Lori had displayed contempt for our marriage and for me, personally. There was no way I was going to go crawling back home with my tail between my legs.
I was actually a little surprised when the alarm woke me up the next morning. I couldn't believe I slept that good on that couch. The damn thing was a torture device.
I showered and got dressed before heading off to Denny's for a leisurely breakfast. I'd kill some time there until it was time for me to go to work. I was sipping my fourth cup of coffee when the solution to my problem hit me like a flash. Of course, it was so simple. Why I hadn't thought of it sooner was beyond me.
Once back in Enright's parking lot, I took out my cell phone and took a picture. The first thing I did after sitting down at my desk was to run the ad. Two days later I took the afternoon off. I had a few errands to run. Knowing Lori would be at work, I drove over to the house and found the papers I was looking for in our personal filing cabinet. I grabbed the spare set of keys on the way out. Later that day I checked into a motel and called Lori. As soon as she heard my voice she started in again...
"It's about time! Are you done with your little hissy-fit now? I can't believe you couldn't find the money to take me out to dinner but you can stay in a motel for two days."
"Actually," I said, cutting her off, "I stayed at the office."
"The office?"
"Yeah, they have a shower, a nice comfortable couch, and a TV room...all the comforts of home," I said, lying through my teeth.
She responded with more of the same. "Well that's just being ridiculous; stop being so stubborn and come home."
"I'm not coming home, Lori. I told you, our marriage is over. I just called to let you know you're going to need a ride home."
"What; why? What's wrong with the car?"
"Nothing," I replied. "It drives like a dream; nicer than mine."
There was a brief silence as she was undoubtedly trying to figure out what I was saying. "Skyler, what are you talking about?"
"I sold my car; got eighteen grand for it. That's more than enough to get a lawyer started on the divorce and a down payment on an apartment. Of course being in sales, I still need a car so I took yours. I stopped by the house earlier today and got the titles to both cars and the spare keys to yours."
"Skyler," she shrieked. "You can't do that! What am I supposed to drive?"
"Actually, since both cars are in my name, I CAN do that. I didn't take anything out of the accounts. All the bills are paid for the month so there wasn't a lot left but if you budget you should have plenty for food and cab fare. If you run low I'm sure Jerry will be more than happy to take you out for dinner-providing you give him what he wants, of course."
Suddenly it was with a much subdued attitude with which she spoke. "Skyler, please don't do this. I...I never thought you'd really go this far. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have gone out with Jerry but I was mad. Honest...nothing was going to happen."
"Lori, you lied to me, went on a date with another man behind my back, and then treated me with disdain and showed absolutely no remorse when I caught you. Admit it, Lori, you don't love or respect me. You made that plain as day with the way you talked to me the other night."
"Skyler, I...I'm sorry."
"I'm sorry too, Lori. We had a good run when life was easy, but when things got tough we let each other down."
He was surprised to hear a sob from the other end of the phone but it made no difference anymore. He continued. "The house is in both our names. It's our one decent asset so it needs to be sold as quickly as possible." He heard her gasp.
"Sell the house? Skyler do we have to?"
"Lori, right now we're up to date with the mortgage but I'm not paying any more house payments and there's no way you can pay them every month. Yes, it has to be sold immediately. I figure we each should be able to walk away with fifty or sixty thousand a piece. You can buy yourself a decent used car and find an apartment with that."
"Skyler, I...I don't want a divorce. Please, can't we talk about this?"
"Sorry, Lori; it's no longer about what you want. Now, do you want to call a realtor or should I?"
EPILOGUE:
Lori stood on the sidewalk outside of her apartment and looked into the grey sky as she heard a flock of geese squawking their way northward; a welcoming reminder that spring was right around the corner. She made her way through the melting slush, to her ten year old Honda and headed toward Starbuck's to meet an old friend.
She was looking forward to seeing Julie. It had been a typical Chicago winter with cold temperatures, lots of snow, and slick roads so Lori had spent most of it cooped up in her apartment when she wasn't at work.
Julie had already commandeered a small table in the corner and was sipping her latte when Lori walked in. They greeted each other with a girly kiss on the cheek before Lori got in line for her own Columbian brew. While standing in line, Lori thought what a treat it was to get out and visit with a friend. As she walked back to the table with coffee in hand, she was greeted with a warm smile and a friendly voice.
"Lori, it's so good to see you. It's been a while."
"Yes it has, too long," she replied with a tinge of sadness in her voice. "I don't get out much anymore."
"How come? When we were younger you were the party girl."
"Yeah-well, life was a lot easier in those days. I don't have the money to go partying anymore."
"What about dates? You remember those-you go out with some handsome man and he pays," Julie joked.
"Huh," Lori faked a little laugh. "It's kind of a catch twenty-two. You can't meet men if you don't get out and you can't afford to go out if you're not with a man."
"What about guys at work," Julie asked.
"Nothing but dweebs and married men," Lori countered. "Let's get off this subject, it's depressing. How're the kids?"
"Oh, they're doing great. Charlie junior just got a promotion at work and Debbie is in her third year of college already. They grow up so fast don't they?"
"They sure do," Lori replied. "Lance has another year to go in the military and he's already talking about re-enlisting. He likes it. How's hubby?"
"Charlie's doing just fine; as hard working as ever."
Lori caught the sheepish look on her friend's face. "What?"
"Oh nothing," Julie replied even more sheepishly.
"Come on, out with it. You were going to ask me something."
"I...well, I was just going to ask if you've seen Skyler."
"No, not since we signed the divorce papers." She thought for a second. "Jeeze, that was two years ago already. Why?"
"I just wondered. I..I'm not sure I should tell you but it's probably better to hear it from a friend..."
"What? Is he okay?"
"Yeah, he's fine. I ran into him the other day and we talked. He's...ah..."
"He's what, Julie? Come on-out with it."
"Okay, well...he's getting married again."
Even though she knew it was over a long time ago, the news was still hard for Lori to take. She felt her eyes instantly starting to water. Her voice dripped with sadness. "It doesn't surprise me," she said softly. "He's a great guy." Her eyes drifted downward as she admitted, "Sometimes I think back at what we had together and I wonder how I could have been so stupid."
She took a sip from her coffee then lifted her face and looked at her friend. "I did love him, you know; I really did. Things just got so rough with all the bills and everything that I started to feel sorry for myself. At the time, all I could think of was escaping all our problems and having a little fun."
Julie didn't say anything. She thought it was better to just listen.
"Skyler was right...about everything. I did lose my respect for him. I may have even stopped loving him for a little while. Stupid, I know. It wasn't his fault he got fired. He was doing everything he could to make sure we didn't lose everything, but I couldn't see past my own selfish wants. I just had to have things my way. I remember Skyler suggested we go to the zoo one weekend but I wanted my night out on the town so I shot him down cold.
"Hell, he was even right about Jerry. That was the guy he caught me having dinner with. Skyler asked if I had plans to screw the guy at the end of the night. I denied it of course, but just between you and me, I had every intention of doing just that."
"Oh Lori..."
"Yeah, I know. Believe me, Julie, if I could do it over, I would do it a whole lot differently. Is he still living in that little efficiency apartment he got?"
"Oh no, he move out of there a long time ago. I guess you didn't hear," again Julie was hesitant to bring it up.
"What now? Don't tell me—he won the lottery."
"No, nothing that good, but he got his old job back with Van's. That was a while ago, a few months after your divorce was final. I guess they started losing customers left and right after they fired Skyler. They finally called and asked him to go back. After some negotiations he took them up on their offer. Hell, he's making more now than he ever made."
As she finished talking, Julie saw a tear roll down Lori's cheek. "I'm sorry, honey. I shouldn't have said anything."
"No," she replied shaking her head. "It's nobody's fault but my own," she said. "I can't tell you how many nights I've gone to bed and thought about him. I've prayed that the last two years was just a horrible nightmare and I'd awake the next morning with Skyler lying next to me; but then I wake up and have to face reality again." Lori picked up a napkin and wiped away the tears. "I'm happy for him, honest. Tell him that for me if you see him again, will you."
"I will, honey," Julie responded with sympathy.
The girls changed the subject and talked about a variety of other things. When they finally parted, Lori put up a good front, but once she got inside her car and was out of sight, she broke down and cried.
The End.
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I doubt very much if I'm the perfect husband. I have a stressful job and I know sometimes I come home a little grumpy. Maybe I'm not the best provider, either. I'm certainly no millionaire, but we still do alright. We have a nice home, two luxury cars, my wife has a closet full of beautiful clothes and our eight year old daughter, Jennifer, has tons of expensive toys.
I guess when it really comes down to it; I'm just a simple, hardworking guy who loves his wife and family. Linda and I have been married for almost twelve years, and for the most part, those years have been heaven on earth.
I say for the most part because for the last couple of months or so, something just hasn't seemed right between Linda and me. It's hard to put my finger on it, but she's been acting strange, kind of aloof. On numerous occasions, for no reason, she's found fault with something I did or said; that's just not like her. I tried discussing it. I asked if she was pissed at me for some unknown reason, but like all women, she'd just say nothing was wrong other than she was a little tired, or that she'd had a bad day.
At first I thought I'd just give her a little while to work out whatever was bothering her, but as time went on, that detached attitude of hers was getting old and downright aggravating.
Besides her attitude, as I'm sure any married couple knows, you can't have a troubled relationship with your spouse without it carrying over into the bedroom. I've always tried hard to keep our love life spontaneous and exciting. I've always been a romantic at heart so I would sometimes start foreplay by bringing a dozen roses home after work. In the past, gestures like that never failed to get my laid later that night, but recently my amorous deeds would be met with nothing more than a "thank you," and a peck on the cheek. Instead of accepting my tokens of love for what they were, it was almost like she thought it was some lame attempt to make up for something I did wrong. It's been weeks since Linda initiated sex and my attempts have been met with either, she's not in the mood, or she has the proverbial headache. On those rare occasions when she would give in to my begging, she'd lay there while I did all the work.
As time passed, I realized I was starting to mentally remove myself from the situation. I'd go home, play with my daughter and pay as little attention to my wife as I could. Of course all that did was make things worse.
I was getting desperate so when I had a minute or two at work, I started going over things in my mind. I thought back to when and how everything started. I tried to remember if I had done something that might have spurred the change in Linda's attitude but was coming up empty.
I ran a dozen different scenarios over and over in my head, trying to come up with some kind of 'cause and effect,' analysis. The more I thought, the more one unthinkable trigger for Linda's behavior kept popping up. I wondered if it was possible. Could my wife be cheating on me? I told myself no, she would never do such a thing, but every time I tried putting two and two together, it was coming up three, me, Linda, and a lover.
I tried telling myself there was simply no way, but you know what they say about curiosity. I did some reading up on what kind of things to look for; differences in behavioral patterns, attire, schedules-things like that. To tell the truth, I really hadn't notice Linda wearing any skimpy clothes or dressing sexier; but then I only see her when I get home after work, who knows how she dresses during the day. I also had no idea of what kind of schedule she kept. She's always running here or there—for what...again, who knows.
When it came to her change in attitudes, though, some of the symptoms sounded awful familiar.
I thought of hiring a private detective, but I had no real evidence. All I had were suspicions and certainly nothing to warrant the cost of a P.I. so I started to investigate on my own. I did little things like call the house in the middle of the day. Sometimes she would be home and sometimes not.
Then I got a hold of an old, outside surveillance camera and stealthily mounted it under the eaves of the garage. I hooked it in to a tape unit that I hid on the back shelf behind some paint cans. I wanted to see if any strange cars were coming to the house, but after two weeks, there were none.
I did see my wife leave the house a few times, then tell me she was home all day; but she wasn't gone long enough for anything to happen...not unless her boyfriend was a one-minute wonder. Maybe it was just a small errand that she felt was too insignificant to mention. It was certainly not proof of an illicit affair.
Time went on, and although I still had absolutely no evidence of any hanky-panky, my suspicions deepened. Her moods were getting worse and we hadn't made love in a couple of weeks. I was getting pissed!
Our twelfth anniversary was coming up and I saw it as an opportunity. I wanted to go out and have some fun. It had been a long time since Linda and I had gone out for a night of dinner and dancing; maybe, just maybe, it would put a little spark back in our marriage. I was certainly ready to give it a try.
We arranged for Jennifer to spend the night at my folk's house so we could really enjoy ourselves with no time restraints.
I made reservations at Plato's Place, one of Linda's favorite restaurants. She took my arm as the maître D escorted us to our table and I was hoping for some of that old magic to come back, but for some reason she seemed a little tense. We ordered a bottle of wine with dinner and I could see Linda starting to relax. She was beginning to act like her old self again. Our conversation was light and playful.
After dinner I could tell my lovely wife was getting anxious to go kick up her heels. I wanted to go to a new dance club that had opened a couple months prior but Linda talked me into going to the same place we usually go. It was a nice place with intimate lighting and a nice, cozy dance floor. They catered to a little older crowd and played music a person can actually dance to, so she didn't have to twist my arm too badly.
Now, I'm not a bad dancer, if I do say so myself. In fact, that's one of the things that brought Linda and I together. We both loved to dance. We found a nice, private little table for two, ordered a couple of drinks, took one sip each, then strolled over to show the rest of the people that there was more to dancing than the two-step. It was like old times, we were both having a great time.
We became a little tired after dancing for almost an hour straight, so we headed back to our table for a breather. I plunked myself down in the chair but without sitting, Linda took a sip from her glass of wine then excused herself to go to the ladies room.
I watched with visions of carnal bliss still to come, as my lovely mate gracefully swayed her hips with each step she took. As I finally broke the focus from my wife's perfect ass, I realized I wasn't the only one whose attentions she held. Sitting all alone at a corner table on the other side of the dance floor was a very good looking guy who was watching Linda's every step. For a second I thought I saw her make eye contact with him and wondered if they knew each other. As she disappeared into the washroom I'd swear the guy looked right at me with smug look on his face but from that distance it was hard to tell for sure.
The place we were at was strictly a dance club and I wondered why a guy would come by himself, but then I thought, like Linda, his date was most likely in the ladies room.
I kept a vigil on him out of the corner of my eye while I watched for my beautiful wife to return. Again, as she walked past him on the way back, I was sure I saw them both grin and make eyes at each other. Suddenly all my suspicions were returning.
"Honey, would you mind getting me another glass of wine. This one is stale," Linda asked me as she sat down.
I was already feeling uneasy and didn't particularly like the idea of Linda sitting alone while I waited at the bar for some busy bartender to take his time filling my order. I looked around and caught the eye of one of the barmaids. I'd swear Linda looked disappointed as the young lady came to the table to take our drink order.
I just knew the evening was about to take a turn for the worse. I could feel it in my bones. I looked back over my shoulder and saw that guy was still sitting there, unaccompanied. He was most certainly by himself.
"Who's the guy over in the corner?" I asked.
I caught her by surprise and for an instant I thought I saw panic in Linda's eyes. It didn't take her long to recover, though.
"What guy?"
From the uncomfortable tone in her voice, I was sure I was on to something. "The guy over there; the one you were making googily eyes at on the way to the bathroom," I pressed.
"Honey, I don't know what you're talking about," she countered, innocently. "I didn't make googily eyes at anyone."
Just as our drinks came I saw Linda's eyes quickly flash over my shoulder. I looked over and saw Mr. lonely walking up to our table. He never even glanced in my direction. He bypassed where I was sitting and looked straight at Linda. "May I have this dance?" he asked her.
I piped right up. "No thanks," I snarled.
That drew a response. "I was talking to the lady," he smirked derisively.
"Yeah, well the lady is my wife and I say who she can and can't dance with."
Just then Linda chimed in. "Harry," she said, "you're being rude."
"Rude! Do you know this guy?" I could see the question caught her off guard. "He's the one I was talking about. I don't know what you two have going on but he just walked up and asked my wife to dance without even glancing my in direction. That's not only being rude, it's being extremely disrespectful."
"Hey, Mack," Mr. Lonely started to interject but I cut him off.
"Do you mind—I'm talking to my wife and I sure as hell don't need your input."
I turned back to Linda and continued. "Had he asked if I would mind you and him dance together, I may have said okay, but now...not a chance in hell."
"Harry," she said, now with an edge to her voice, "you're being silly. There is nothing going on between this gentleman and me, and yes, you and I are married, but you don't own me. I'm not your slave and if I want to dance with someone, I will."
I couldn't believe my wife was talking to me like that. She had never shown me that kind of disrespect. I was boiling mad and any hopes of spending a nice romantic evening with my wife went right out the window; still, I was going to try and hold my temper. As I tried to calm myself down, she continued.
"Honey, I just want to have some fun." she said, now in a much sweeter tone.
"Linda it's our anniversary, I want to have fun too, but with you, and sitting here watching you dance with someone else is not my idea of fun, especially when I've asked you not to dance with him. Now you're right, I don't own you and I can't stop you from dancing with him, but if you do, then you'd better get him to take you home too, because I'll be gone."
After twelve years together, I can read Linda like a book. As she looked into my face her expression was one of anger. I was surprised she couldn't see the same in mine.
"Well it's impolite to make this gentleman stand here while we're bickering so I'm going to dance with him and we'll talk about this when I come back," she snapped.
The jack-ass had a triumphant smirk on his face as he stretched his hand out for her to take. Linda placed her hand in his as she stood up and they walked out to the dance floor together.
I'm sure they didn't even see me leave because I was out the door before they even started dancing. I was already eight blocks away when my cell phone rang.
"Where the hell are you?" asked Linda in a very contrite voice.
"I'm on my way home to pack a bag, why?"
There was a pause. "What the hell are you talking about...pack a bag, where are you going?"
"I don't know yet, all I know is I'm getting the hell away from you," I said. "I've had enough."
"You can't be serious, Harry. It was just a dance, one lousy dance. You're going to throw twelve years of marriage down the drain over a dance?"
"It has nothing to do with a dance, Linda. Why would you want to stay married to a man you don't love or respect? I'll be honest, I haven't caught you but I'm pretty sure you're cheating on me. I suspect with the jack-ass you just danced with. I saw the look you gave each other when you went to the bathroom. When he came over to our table he gave me the same amount of respect that a guy gives to the husband of a woman he's fucking...none."
"Harry," she said, now with a softer voice, "I do love you—and I respect you. I told you, there was nothing going on between that guy and me. I would never cheat on you, why would you even think that?"
"You got to be kidding. We haven't made love in over two weeks! When we do, you don't even participate, you just lay there. You've been grumpy and short tempered for the last two months...and don't tell me you respect me because you don't, you proved that tonight. If you're not having an affair you're doing one hell of a good imitation of it."
There was nothing but silence from the other end of the phone. Finally..."I'm sorry, Harry. I...I didn't realize...I'm sorry for how I acted. I'm sorry for tonight. I'm sorry I gave you cause to think I'm having an affair." She paused for just a moment. "I...I guess I did look at that guy on the way to the ladies room. He...he was a good-looking man. I noticed him when we were dancing and I guess we saw each other at the same time but I'm not having an affair with him. Please, honey, please just come back and pick me up, we'll talk about it."
"Nope! As I said, I've had it. I told you if you danced with that guy you would have to find your own way home and I meant it. I'm pulling in our drive right now. I'll be out of here by the time you get home. If you are having an affair maybe you should just go home with lover-boy and forget about me."
"Honey, please believe me, I'm not having an affair. Please, look I'll grab a cab, but please just stay there until I get home."
Now I recognized desperation in her voice, quite a difference from earlier.
"We have to talk this out...Please, I'll be home shortly." She begged before hanging up.
I pulled into our drive, went upstairs, and packed a bag. I was out of the house in twelve minutes flat. I wondered if she was really going to take a cab home or if jack-ass would drop her off so I drove down the block, turned off my lights, and waited to see. About fifteen minutes later a Yellow Cab pulled into the drive. Linda got out and ran into the house. I saw what I wanted to see so I took off for a motel.
Almost immediately my phone started to ring again. I turned it off. I still had no proof of infidelity, but I had very strong suspicions. I was almost positive Linda and the guy she danced with knew each other. I thought now might be the time for that private detective. If I wasn't home, maybe she'd go to her lover for consoling.
The next day I went through the Yellow Pages and found the P.I. with the best ad. I went down to his office and gave him a retainer. After that I went into work. Tracy, my secretary told me to call my wife immediately. She said Linda had called twenty times already and something was definitely wrong. I explained that Linda and I were having problems and I was not going to return her calls. I told Tracy to clarify that to her the next time she called. I also called the receptionist in the front lobby and told her not to let Linda back to the offices if she should come by. I wanted to give the P.I. a chance to see what he could come up with. Now it was just a waiting game.
A little later that afternoon I got a call from Andrea, our neighbor. I knew it would be about Linda but I didn't want to seem rude so I took the call.
"Harry," she started, "Linda told me what happened the other night. She's been frantically trying to apologize but she says you won't talk to her."
"That's right," I said. "I have nothing to talk to her about."
I heard a little sigh come from the other end of the line. "She also said you suspect her of cheating on you. You don't really believe that, do you?"
"I'm afraid I do," I answered. "She's been acting strange for over two months now. The other night just substantiated my suspicions."
"Substan...she said all she did was dance with some guy."
"No, that's not quite true. I saw them looking at each other before he ever came over to the table. He was extremely rude to me and Linda sided with him and followed right in his footsteps. I warned her of the consequences if she danced with that asshole but she didn't care. I'm almost sure those two are lovers."
"Harry, come on. I'm sure you're wrong. I've lived next door to you guys for years. I believe I would know if Linda was cheating on you and I have never seen any evidence of it. I've never seen any strange cars over there; I've never seen any strange men... Please, she knows that dancing with that guy was wrong. She said she got angry because you said she COULDN'T dance with him, but she thought about what you said and she realizes you were right. Believe me, Harry, I know Linda and she's not cheating on you. She loves you; you know that as well as I do."
"I'm not so sure anymore, Andrea. She was not acting out of love the other night, that's for sure."
"Please Harry, please just talk to her. You're never going to resolve anything if you won't talk to her."
I knew she was right, of course, but I wanted to buy some time for the P.I. "Andrea, do me a favor; tell her I'll call her in a couple of weeks. I still have some thinking to do."
Again I heard a sigh. "Okay Harry," she said, "I'll tell her but please, please call her then, will you promise me, please?"
"I promise," I told her. We said our good byes and it started me thinking again. Andrea and her husband, Don, were good friends of ours. I couldn't picture Andrea lying to me. If Linda was cheating on me, she was being very discrete about it.
For the next two weeks I was on pins and needles. I checked in with the investigator a couple of times but all he'd say was that he had nothing to report yet. He finally called and asked me to come by his office. My stomach was in knots when I sat down. He pushed a manila packet across his desk, toward me. My hand was shaking as I picked it up.
"You can skip all the boring stuff," he said as I opened the first page of his report. "Just go to the bottom of page five."
I nervously thumbed through the pages until I found what I was looking for—proof?
After a thorough investigation, this office has uncovered no evidence to support client's suspicions of infidelity on behalf of his spouse.



I think my jaw dropped to the floor. I wasn't sure how I should react. Of course it was good news...great news—but I was so certain she was cheating...
"Are you sure?" I asked, looking back up at the man across the desk.
"Mr. Freemont, I've had a man covering every move your wife has made for the last two weeks. We've watched the house, monitored her calls, and tailed her every time she went out. We've checked her phone records and credit card statements. We found nothing. Not a shred of evidence that suggests she's having an affair."
I was so relieved I had to struggle to keep from breaking down and bawling like a baby in his office.
"Go home, Mr. Freemont. Go home to your wife and child. In my business I don't get to see too many happy endings."
I thanked him and went back to my motel room. I still needed a little time to sort things out. I spent the weekend going over everything in my mind. That Monday morning I called Linda. Her voice was weak and shaking when she answered.
"Hello."
"It's me," I said. "Are you okay? You don't sound well."
There was a short pause. "Harry, oh Harry, I'm so sorry, so very, very sorry. I just don't know what I'm going to do if you don't come back to us. I've tried to stay strong for Jennifer's benefit, but all I do is cry. I'm so sorry. I guess I just started to take you for granted. You were absolutely right, I should have told that guy I was with my husband and to shove off."
I heard her starting to cry again.
"I showed you no respect and I don't know why because I do respect you. I love you and very much respect you. I swear, Harry, if you give me another chance I'll never make that mistake again...never!"
Linda's plea actually surprised me. Her attitude was sure a lot different than it was at the dance club. When I didn't immediately speak up she jumped to the wrong conclusion.
"You're not coming back, are you."
"Yes, I am," I said, then quickly added, "but only on a trial basis. I want my wife back, Linda; and I don't mean the woman I've been living with for the past two months. I mean the woman I fell in love with, the woman I married."
"She's here, Harry. Honest, she's here waiting for the man she loves," she replied sounding very sincere.
"We'll see. After what I've gone through; the bad attitudes, the lack of any passion in the bedroom, the disrespect—I'm still not convinced, Linda, not yet. I have to go to the motel after work and get my stuff but I'll be home tonight," I told her.
There was a moment of silence from her end before she spoke. "I love you, Harry. I'm so sorry I treated you the way I did. I don't want to lose you."
I can't say I didn't still have reservations. I was still pissed and even with all the evidence to the contrary, I just couldn't shake the feeling that Linda knew that guy at the dance hall.
After work I picked up my clothes and went home. Jennifer came running and almost tackled me at the door. She asked where I had been. I explained I had been out of town for a while. She obviously knew nothing of our problems. Linda was right there also. She put her arms around me and showered me with kisses. I passionately kissed her back. In the end I couldn't deny I loved my wife.
***
That was two years ago and married life has been wonderful again. Linda was once more the woman I married, both in and out of the bedroom. A couple of months ago she gave me a surprise birthday party. In the past, we always treated Linda's birthday as a special day, but only started celebrating mine after my return home.
Last night was our fourteenth wedding anniversary. This time Linda planned the entire evening. When I got home from work she surprised me with tickets for a dinner-playhouse to see, "Man of La Mancha," one of my favorite plays.
Afterward we drove down to the lakefront and walked along the beach. The moon was out and warm breezes blew in from the lake.
"Thank you for a wonderful anniversary," I said, putting my arm around her and pulling her to my body.
"Ummm, what's this?" she coyly asked, feeling the erection in my pants. "I think we need to get home and do something about that."
I agreed, and half an hour later we were in our bedroom ripping at each other's clothes. As it turned out, Linda hadn't given up on taking the initiative for the night. Once she had the buttons of my shirt undone, she pulled it down halfway behind me, then stopped, trapping my arms in the sleeves. She raked her nails down my chest as she lowered herself to her knees.
I was so hard by that time I thought my skin was going to rip apart from the strain.
Linda undid my belt first. Then came the zipper and within seconds she had my pants and underwear bunched up around my ankles. She looked up at me with admiring eyes when she saw the state of my cock.
She cooed and moaned as she took it in her mouth. She licked it like a lollypop from my balls to the tip.
I had my eyes close and my head back. I was in heaven—no doubt about it. I was so sensitive I could feel Linda's warm breath before closing her moist lips around my wanton flesh. My stiff rod jumped and twitched at the touch of her tongue. I heard her chuckle slightly before my dear wife slide down my shaft until she had her nose buried into pubic hair.
"Oh God," I moaned. "Hon...honey, I...I'm not going to last long," I stammered.
Linda evidently took my proclamation as her cue and stepped up her efforts. She rapidly danced her tongue over, under, and around my shaft while bobbing her head up and down its full length. Within moments I exploded as my body went into one carnal spasm after another.
To this day I don't really know if she was cheating on me or not. I'll probably never know for sure. I do know I'm glad I decided to come back home.
Chapter Two;
Linda's side of the story
Although, according to the calendar, spring had sprung a couple weeks earlier, it was the first day Linda was able to leave the house without her winter coat. Finally, another Chicago winter was history.
As she walked outside, Linda breathed in the fresh scent of morning dew that lingered from the gentle, over-night April shower. She smiled at recalling the warm, secure feeling she felt, wrapped in her husband's strong arms as they laid in bed listening to the soft rhythm of the rain.
On the way to her car she noticed the beautiful, blue wild flowers growing in the lawn. She was in awe of their determination. No matter how bad the winter, they persisted in their quest for a new beginning, a new start at life every spring.
Linda sang along with the car's radio as she drove to the little coffee shop to meet, Cathy, a good friend, and one she hadn't seen in a while. She had a son the same age as Jennifer, Linda's daughter. They met years ago at a school function, hit it off, and had been good friends ever since.
Cathy arrived first and had already claimed a small table in the corner by the window. They waved and smiled at each other through the glass as Linda past on the way to the front door. The aroma of fresh brewed coffee wafted through the busy café as Linda wandered over to the line of customers waiting to request their own cup of Columbian heaven.
Cathy stood up when she saw her friend approach. "Hi," both girls giggled simultaneously as they hugged before taking their seats.
"It's been a while," Linda commented. "How have you been?"
Cathy's eyes were bright and cheery as she answered her friend. The girls chatted, catching up on old times and laughing at funny things that happened at some of the school functions they attended. They asked each other about their children and both mentioned how fast they grow up. They were about an hour into their conversation when Cathy leaned over the table and lowered her voice.
"Linda," said Cathy almost whispering. "Can you keep a secret?"
"Yeah, sure," Linda replied, gesturing as if locking her lips with a key. "What's up?"
"I shouldn't even be telling you this but I've got to tell somebody or I'm going to burst. I've been...well, kind of seeing this guy."
Linda's head quickly rose from sipping her coffee to look her friend in the eye. "What do you mean, 'kind of seeing this guy?' Are...are you having an affair?"
Cathy pursed her lips together in an impish, half smile. "Mmmm, well we haven't really done anything yet, but I'm thinking about it. I know it's naughty but I feel so alive when I'm with him. His name is Cody. Isn't that a neat name? I know I shouldn't but I really like this guy and I'm afraid he'll lose interest if I don't sleep with him. So..."
"Well let me ask you this," said Linda. "Are you willing to lose your husband over him?"
"Oh no, of course not; I'm not talking about marrying the guy, just...you know, having a little fling. What do they call it, the spice of life," she said with a smile. "I'd make sure Bruce never found out. It'd kill him if he knew I was screwing somebody else." She started to take a sip from her cup. "Besides, Cody's married too. We'd both have to be very careful."
For the past two years Linda had lived with a secret she'd never told anyone and had every intention of keeping it that way. She looked at her friend and decided to risk it.
"Cathy, do you remember a couple years ago when Harry and I were having troubles. He actually left me for a little while...remember?"
"Yeah, I do but I never really knew what it was all about. You never spoke about it and I didn't want to pry."
"I never told anyone and you have to promise never to breath a word of what I'm going to tell you to another living soul." She waited for a clear signal from her friend before saying another word.
It took a second, but Cathy realized what she was waiting for. "Ah, yeah; yeah, of course, Linda, I promise."
"If this ever got out I'm pretty sure it would ruin my marriage. That's why I've never told anyone, but...well, you have to hear it, Cathy, before you ruin your own marriage."
Just then a waitress came around with fresh coffee. Linda waited for her to finish topping off their cups before she started.
"I'm probably no different than most of the other married women out there. After twelve years of marriage I was feeling...I don't know...bored. Everything was getting to be such a routine. It was strange; after all those years I looked around and said, what am I doing, where am I going? Nowhere, I'm stuck here. I have no real life for myself."
"Exactly," Cathy interposed.
"I know, I know just how you feel, Cath. I'm sure most women go through the same thing. It isn't that you don't love your husband; I love Harry with all my heart, but...well, all of a sudden it seemed like it wasn't enough, like there was something missing. I think I was actually starting to slip into a slight depression. Nothing seemed fun anymore, not even sex. It wasn't really anyone's fault; hell, Harry was bending over backwards for me, especially in the bedroom. I should have been the happiest person in the world, but nothing seemed to help, even school functions were a dredge."
Linda took a sip of her coffee and looked at Cathy to see if her story was seeping in so far. She could see she had her attention so she continued.
"Then I met Terry."
"You...you had an affair?"
Linda confirmed it with a slight nod of her head. "An emotional affair, yes; I smartened up before it became physical...thank God," she said with a sigh.
"One day I was at that little grocery store on Marshal Avenue and saw him. God, Cathy, he was gorgeous. He had those rugged good looks with sandy blond hair and flashing blue eyes like Robert Redford. He was tall, too. I'm sure he was over six feet and even with his clothes on, I could see he had a nice build. I knew I was staring but I couldn't bring myself to look away-until he caught me, that is. I blushed when he looked at me and smiled. We started to flirt with each other. It was exciting and felt so wicked.
"Finally I came to my senses. I had to get on with my shopping so I went down the produce aisle. When I reached over to pick up some tomatoes I bumped right into him. He looked at me with his those big, blue eyes and that gorgeous smile and said hi. Cathy, I hate to say it but I could feel myself getting wet between my legs. It was so embarrassing. I prayed he couldn't smell the scent I was giving off. I know I was blushing again.
"He reached out to shake my hand and introduced himself. Right off the bat he noticed my wedding rings but they didn't seem to deter him from trying to make time with me. It was downright flattering to think a guy like that could be interested in me. We talked and joked around in the aisles while we both bought what we needed; then, as we got to the check out, he gave me his number and said I should call him for lunch the following week."
Cathy was now hanging on every word of her friend's story. It was so familiar.
"I almost tossed his card away as I was leaving the store. I thought, 'yeah, right; I'm going to call you and we're going to have this intensely hot, romantic love affair—and then my husband will kill us both.' I didn't though..."
"Didn't what?" asked her captivated friend.
"I didn't throw his card away—I stuck it in my purse. Shit, all the way home, all I could think about was Terry. Harry came home as I was putting the groceries away. I already felt so guilty I snapped at him when he tried to help. I think it was some kind of unconscious defense mechanism. Poor Harry just asked if there was something wrong. "
"Oh my God, what'd you say?"
"I lied, of course. I told him I was just a little tired from shopping; truth was, I was secretly walking on cloud nine. Anyway," Linda went on, "I knew I shouldn't call him, it was wrong. I also knew that because of the way I was feeling, I was very vulnerable. I kept telling myself, no, no, no, but I just couldn't help myself. I found one of the last pay phones in the city and dialed the number on the card he gave me. We arranged to have lunch the following day."
With anxious anticipation, Cathy waited for her friend to take another sip of coffee before continuing.
"Cath, on the way to the restaurant, my emotions were all over the place. I was terrified and excited at the same time-not to mention horny as hell. At one point, while we were talking, Terry reached over the table and held my hand. I could feel that wetness in my crotch again. It was almost like being a kid on my first date. I'll tell you, I wanted to go to bed with this guy so bad, but my conscience...or maybe it was just down-right fear...either way I just couldn't do it.
"That didn't stop Terry though. He had already started his seduction. He started talking about Harry not knowing what a great woman he had, and not appreciating me. Stupid me, I was eating it up. I was starting to resent my own husband. In no time, Terry had me convinced Harry was taking me for granted."
"God, Linda, this sounds like what I'm going through right now," Cathy said.
"That's why I'm telling you all this, Cathy. I want you to know what you're getting into. This guy you're seeing—has he started talking about Bruce yet?"
"No, not at all." Cathy stopped and thought about the answer she just gave. "Well, I mean...not really. He's asked questions. You know, like—'Does your husband know how lucky he is?' Things like that."
"Uh huh; and of course you're starting to wonder that yourself, right?"
"Well..."
"Cathy it happens without even realizing it. When Harry left me he told me I had been short with him for over two months. I had no idea I was even doing it. I was doing the same thing in the bedroom. I just couldn't bring myself to be passionate with a man who I thought was taking me for granted."
She could see the lightbulb going on in her friends eyes as she continued with her story.
"Think about, Cathy. What kind of man has an affair with a married woman? Can you imagine Bruce doing it?"
"Bruce? No, of course not. He'd never do anything like that."
"Uh huh, so why risk your marriage over someone who would?" asked Linda.
While Cathy was thinking about what was just said, Linda resumed her story.
"Anyway, we had lunch again the next week and it was getting harder and harder to stay faithful to Harry. The third time we had lunch he almost had me convinced to go back to his apartment with him. I could see he was getting a little angry with all of my excuses and I knew if I had lunch with him one more time we would wind up in bed together.
"As we were leaving the restaurant after that third lunch date, I mentioned I had to go shopping for a new dress because Harry was taking me out for our anniversary. I told him we'd probably go to a dance club we used to go to. Harry had been talking a lot about all the fun we used to have there and how we used to dance the night away. Terry immediately seized the opportunity. He said he was going to be there to dance with me. I told him he'd better not, after all it was our anniversary and my husband might get pissed if I danced with someone else. Terry was being arrogant though and said it would teach Harry a lesson. He would show Harry that I was desired by other men and that maybe it would wake Harry up and he would appreciate me more."
"Oh geez, Linda, he didn't really show up, did he?"
Linda took another sip of her coffee. "He sure did. I spotted him as soon as we walked in. I didn't dare say anything to him, of course. So far Harry and I were having a great time...that is, until Terry came up and asked me to dance."
"Oh my God," whispered Cathy.
"Yup! And to make matters worse, he completely ignored Harry. In fact, he was downright rude to him. Harry understandably got his back up against the wall and gave me an ultimatum saying I couldn't dance him. Well, you know how stupid I can get sometimes; I got angry and said I was going to dance with him anyway. Harry told me he wouldn't be there when we got back off the dance floor, but people say things like that all the time, who believes them?"
Cathy could see Linda's eyes welling up as she continued.
"As we started to dance I told Terry he shouldn't have acted like that in front of Harry. I asked him why he had to be so rude. He said he wanted to put Harry in his place. That pissed me off.
"Of course Terry held me real close on the dance floor and was literally rubbing his cock into me. By that time, though, I was more worried that Harry was watching us and was going to be even more infuriated. In fact, I was so worried I didn't even realize the first dance had ended and we were on our second. When the dance was over I told Terry not to ask for anymore. I said I was going to spend the rest of the evening with my husband. I started back to the table and saw Terry was following me. I asked what the hell he thought he was doing. He said he wanted to apologize to Harry.
When we got back to the table Harry wasn't there. Terry sat down in his chair and said he'd wait with me until he returned. I really don't think he was going to apologize at all, I think wanted to pull Harry's chain some more."
"Why?" Cathy asked. "Why would he want to do that?"
"I thought about it and I think he figured, since he hadn't had much success getting me into bed yet, he'd make trouble between Harry and me. I'm sure he was hoping I'd run to him to cry on his shoulder. I imagine he thought he'd be consoling me between the sheets before the night was over.
"I figured Harry was in the men's room. I told Terry to go back to his own table but he kept stalling. When the waitress came over, he ordered us drinks. That's when she asked if we wanted to start another tab. I asked what was wrong with the first tab. She said Harry paid it before he left. Cathy, I swear I saw my whole life flash before my eyes...at least my married life. I couldn't believe he just left me there."



Linda's face was showing more and more distress as she told her story and it was hitting home with Cathy. She shared her friend's pain and her own emotions were starting to show. A single tear broke loose from Cathy's eye and started to trickle down her cheek. "You shouldn't be telling me all this, Linda. Look at you, you're crying. Why don't we stop here?"
"No—no, I want to tell you the whole story, Cathy. You need to know the whole story, it's important. So, where was I...oh yeah, I know; I immediately took out my phone and called Harry. I asked him to come back and pick me up. That's when he told me he thought I was having an affair and he had a good idea it was with Terry. He said he was going to pack a bag and leave and he didn't know if he was coming back."
Linda picked up a napkin. "God, Cathy, it hit me like a ton of bricks," she said while dabbing the moisture from eyes. "It was like someone had just turned the lights on and everything suddenly came into focus. It wasn't Harry taking me for granted. Hell, he did everything he could to try and help. It was me; I was taking him for granted...him and Jennifer, as well as the life we had built for ourselves. I realized I was risking my entire marriage over some ass hole. I asked Harry again to come back and get me so we could talk, but he wouldn't do it, so I called a cab."
"What about Terry, what was he doing all this time?" Cathy questioned.
"Oh he wasn't giving up, not yet. He said Harry didn't deserve me and I should go home with him. I told the fucker to drop dead," she reported with a chuckle. "Even after that, he had to try one more time. He followed me outside to wait for the cab. As it pulled into the lot, he grabbed me and tried to kiss me. I gave him my knee right in the balls. While he was all hunched over in pain, I told him if he ever tried to contact me again, I'd file a sexual harassment suit."
Cathy reached over and took her friend's hand as Linda wiped away more tears.
"Anyway, by the time I got home Harry was gone. I tried to call him but he had his cell turned off. Cathy, I was so worried; all I could see was my marriage dissolving right before my eyes. My whole family-everything we worked for, going up in smoke. I'll tell you, Cath, I was never so scared in my life.
"The next day I tried calling him at work but he wouldn't talk to me. His secretary told me he even instructed the receptionist to block me from seeing him if I went over there. I was getting desperate so I went over and talked to Andrea, my neighbor. Harry liked her and her husband so I thought maybe he would talk to her. Well, he did but all he said was that he needed time to think and would call me in a couple of weeks. I knew trying to pressure him would just work against me so I decided to give him some space. Those were the worst two weeks of my life. When Jennifer was around I tried to stay strong and just told her that daddy was out of town, but as soon as she wasn't around, all I did was cry. I thought I'd really blown it. Harry was so pissed I really didn't think he was going to come back to me, especially if he thought I was cheating on him."
Linda was now crying as she remember the pain she went through.
"I'm sorry," she told Cathy, "It's...it's hard to talk about-even now." She took a deep breath, then picked up where she left off.
"As I was saying, finally Harry called and said he was coming home. Cathy I came so close to losing everything; believe me, it made me realize what I had and how unbelievably lucky I was. In the end, Cathy, love has to trump lust. I love Harry and he loves me. As far as I'm concerned, there isn't a man in this world that is worth jeopardizing that."
"Wow," Cathy said in a pensive voice, "you're right. I don't know what I would do if my husband left me. Did you ever tell Harry the truth?"
"Are you kidding? As close as I came to losing him, I wasn't about to take a chance on it happening again. Cathy, I live in constant fear that someday he'll find out, but since the day he came home, I've tried to be the best wife I could be. No longer do I take him or our marriage for granted. Every day I thank my lucky stars for what I have and I show Harry how much I appreciate him with all the passion in my soul. All I can hope for, is that it's enough if he ever does find out."
Cathy squeezed Linda's hand in a reassuring gesture.
"I am so glad you told me your story. You've stopped me from making a big mistake, Linda. Thank you."
The two girls talked for just a few more minutes, then made tentative plans for the next time they got together, before saying good-bye. Linda was feeling good and knew she had just saved a friend from making a terrible decision. She pulled into her drive in plenty of time to greet her daughter with a kiss and an after school snack. Damn, she thought to herself, Jennifer is growing up so fast. She'll soon be ten years old. Where does the time go?
When Harry came home from work Linda greeted her man with hugs and kisses. She had never talked about that painful period of their marriage, until that day. Talking to Cathy just reminded her again of what a wonderful life she and Harry had built for themselves.
Later that night, as Harry laid next to her, wrapped in a blissful sleep, Linda rolled on her side and propped herself up on her elbow. She stared at the lines in his face that come from normal aging and remembered when each one showed up. With an almost imperceptibly faint touch, she traced the outline of a few of the later ones. Her heart pounded with admiration and love for the flesh and bones man who lay at her side.
Quietly, Linda leaned down and touched her lips to his, but as their lips met, Harry's turned up at the sides forming a big grin. He threw his arms around his lovely wife and pulled her down into a passionate kiss.
"I thought you were asleep," whispered Linda.
"Actually, I was laying here thinking about what to get Jennifer for her birthday," he remarked. You know what she really needs?"
"What?"
"A baby brother or sister."
This wasn't a complete surprise. They had debated about having another child but never really came to a decision. Linda smiled; it sounded like her husband just ended the debate.
"Well her birthday is only two months away, honey. Shouldn't we get started?"
Harry's smile broadened. "You read my mind."
Two months later Jennifer celebrated her tenth birthday with a big party in the back yard. Mom and dad invited all her friends, and there was plenty of ice cream and cake for everyone. After the party, Linda and Harry surprised their daughter with, yet another, expensive toy...and the news of a brand new baby brother.
The End.
*****
I hope you enjoyed the read. Comments, as always, are very welcome.
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A light, misty rain hung in the air as Carl drove his Lincoln along the slick country roads wondering which was colder, the near freezing temperature outside the car, or the freeze he was getting from his wife inside the car.
"Are you sure you're okay to drive?" she asked, finally breaking the tense silence. "You're going a little fast for this kind of weather aren't you?"
"I'm fine;" replied Carl. "I've had only three beers all night. I'm not drunk, just pissed."
"You have no reason to be pissed, we were just dancing, that's all. You had no call to confront him like that. It was embarrassing. I doubt very much if Mary ever invites us to another party; not if you're going to go around threatening to beat up her cousin all the time."
"I didn't threaten to beat him up. I simply told him he would have to prove himself a better man than me if he wanted to continue putting his hands all over you like that.
"Look, honey, the man was constantly trying to cop a feel. He had his hands all over your ass, for crying out loud. I'm still trying to figure out why you let him do that. You said I embarrassed you? How the hell do you think I felt, when in front of most of our friends, you let that asshole put his paws anywhere he damn well pleased? You don't think I was embarrassed? Hell, I had to do something, my pride was at stake; yours too, even if you didn't realize it."
Bev turned her head and watched the tall pine trees pass by the passenger side window. Quietly she thought about what her husband just said and gave a small conciliatory sigh. Thinking back to the man's actions she knew her husband was right. She really did regret the embarrassing situation she had placed him in. Her eyes lifted upward to gaze at the large, yellow moon glimmering through the murky haze. Its face seemed to be scolding her as it followed along.
"I'm sorry," she said in a soft, apologetic voice. "I guess he was getting a little fresh. I suppose you had every right to do what you did; but you know me, once I get on the dance floor I just like to have fun. I wasn't even thinking about where his hands were. He was a good dancer and I was concentrating on our moves."
"I know, honey. Unfortunately, he was concentrating on putting some moves on you. I watched for a little while, thinking you would put him in his place, but when you didn't I had to step in, that's all there was to it."
"Alright, I really am sorry. I should have been more aware of what he was trying to do," she said, again with a small sigh. "I really screwed up, didn't I; and right in front of our friends too. I really do apologize, honey. Forgive me?"
Carl knew his wife very well and knew she was telling the truth. She wasn't flirting or being promiscuous. She wasn't even paying attention to the asshole, only to his dancing skills. "Of course, honey," he replied.
"When we get home I'll make it up to you," she said reaching over and laying her hand on his thigh.
"Now you're talking," he said. Just then the inside of their car was suddenly illuminated by a pair of headlights from behind. "Damn, you think I'm going fast, this car behind us..."
"CARL, LOOK OUT," screamed Bev.
Carl's eyes were diverted from the rear view mirror to the on-coming panel truck skating sideways into his lane. There was no time to think or maneuver around the vehicle, all he could do was react. Carl hit the brakes and swerved toward the white, wooden guard rail that separated the edge of the road from the steep embankment that lay beyond.
The powerful automobile lost traction on the slick pavement and slid head on, smashing into the protective barrier, angrily sending tiny scraps of lumber exploding out in every direction. The impact hurled them both forward, straining against their seatbelts. With the sound of a large caliber gun shot, the airbags detonated with such forced that the blast stunned them both and prevented even the slightest chance of Carl maneuvering the heavy vehicle back onto the road.
They felt the car's rear-end spin sideways then start to tip over. Among the sounds of crunching metal and shattering glass, the last thing Carl heard was the terrified scream of his wife as the car rolled down the ridge.
Barry Westchester veered his classic Jaguar to the shoulder of the road, narrowly avoiding the truck. As it passed, its driver regained control and steered back into his own lane as he continued into the drizzling fog.
The expensive sports car came to a stop at the hole in the fence where its young driver had seen the headlights disappear from in front of him. As he ran to the edge and looked down he saw the overturned vehicle precariously perched on a small ledge that kept it from tumbling the rest of the way down the steep bank.
"ARE YOU OKAY DOWN THERE?" he yelled, but got no response. Barry turned to retrieve the phone from his car but stopped when he heard the scraping of metal. The wreck slipped a little further down the hill. He looked again for any sign of movement. Shit, he thought, it sounds like that damn car is getting ready to go over the cliff. If they're still alive they won't be after that. He knew there was no time to wait for nine-one-one. I've got to get them out of there now, he told himself.
Barry could feel his pulse racing as he anticipated climbing down the treacherous slope. He could see his breath as he exhaled with a heavy sigh to gather his nerve. Carefully Barry started his descent. He bent over and tried using his hands for support but slipped with his first step on the icy hill and was sent hurtling down the incline. His painful cry broke through the cold night air as his fall ended abruptly with his knee smashing into the side of the twisted wreckage.
He grabbed his leg with both hands and rolled on the frozen ground, his face twisted in agony. "Damn!" he cursed out loud. He lay there a minute knowing he had to overcome the pain. Then the smell of leaking gas warned him of a new urgency. He forced his attention back to the couple imprisoned within the crumpled mass of steel.
Every window was busted and there was broken glass everywhere. Carefully he inched himself to the passenger side window and found Bev's unconscious body suspended from her seatbelt. She was scraped up but appeared to be breathing. He reached in and felt her neck looking for a pulse. Thank God she's still alive, he thought. He looked across and saw another person, a man in the driver's seat, also unconscious. Assuming they were husband and wife he scoured the rest of the car as well as the immediate area, not knowing if any children had been in the back seat. After a hectic search he concluded the two in the front were the only inhabitants. Now all he had to do was get them both out.
The way the roof was smashed it was impossible to get them through the side. His pulse quickened even more. He knew the only way to get them free was for him to crawl in through the broken windshield, which of course, would be putting his own life in grave danger.
In spite of the cold he could feel his palms sweat, his heart was pounding in his chest. He was scared to death, but had no other choice; he knew he'd never be able to live with himself if he let them die. Barry took a couple of deep breaths and carefully scooted through the broken glass and prickly pine needles to the front of the wreck.
Briefly he froze in fear as he felt the wreckage rock unsteadily from his actions. The brave young man lay on his back, reached up and grabbed the sharp edge above him. He pulled with both hands while using his good leg to push at the same time. He could feel the jagged metal shredding his thin jacket and cutting into his back as he forced himself through the opening.
Finally able to reach the female victim, he used one hand to support her then released the buckle of her seatbelt with the other. Still bracing her body to keep her from being cut as much as possible, Barry carefully maneuvered her from the vehicle. With his knee unable to bear much weight, he grabbed her under the arms, and languished through his pain, limping backwards as he pulled her clear of danger.
Once she was safe he left her lying on the ground to go back for the man.
"Hey, what's going on down there?" he heard someone holler from the road above.
"There's been an accident," he yelled back. "Help me, there's a guy still trapped in a car down here and it's just about ready to fall the rest of the way down the ravine."
"I'll call for the ambulance," was the man's only response.
Undaunted and with no regard for his own safety, he returned for the driver. Determining he was also still alive, Barry again, lay down among the jagged edges of broken glass and used the same technique in getting to the man as he did the woman; but the man was bigger and heavier. Now the smell of gasoline became more pronounced and the terrifying thought of fire cross his mind. Desperately he struggled to untangle the man from behind the steering wheel. He worked fanatically as he felt the steel coffin around him shift and start to slide closer to the edge of the sheer drop-off.
Barry was so close to getting the man free; he couldn't stop now. With stubborn determination he used all his might to push the broken steering wheel out of his way.
Once again, with a terrible creaking noise, he felt the car starting to slip and knew this time it was going down. Holding on to the man as tightly as he could with one hand, Barry fought the excruciating pain in his leg and hurriedly crawled from the shifting wreckage, but the wounded driver got caught in his seatbelt and was still inside.
The thought of his own death brought tears to his eyes but Barry refused to let go as the battered wreckage continued skidding downward, pulling him with it.
A large tree root growing out of the ground provided his last hope. He grabbed for it with his free hand, then with his last ounce of strength, yanked Carl from the jaws of death just as the doomed vehicle slid from the ledge and crashed end over end, bursting into flames as it finally hit bottom.
Operating on pure adrenaline, Barry pulled the man further up the hill to safety and laid him next to his wife.
"The ambulance is on its way," declared the man from the road above. "Is everyone alright down there?"
Barry was in shock and too exhausted to answer. He was just thankful to be alive. His breathing was labored and the pain in his leg was throbbing. There was no way he could climb back up that hill so he lay down himself and decided to just wait for help.
***
Carl thought he heard voices but they sounded so far away. What's that smell, it's so strong, he thought and why is he having trouble breathing..."What the hell is going on?" he said aloud without realizing it.
"Doctor, he's coming to."
Doctor; where was he? Why did he need a doctor, he wondered?
"Mr. Stapleton, can you hear me?" someone asked him.
"Yes, I can hear you," Carl replied. "What happened? Why am I here?"
"Mr. Stapleton, you've been in an accident," the doctor told him. "Do you remember..."
"Bev," he suddenly yelled while trying to sit up. "My wife; is she okay?"
"Hey, hey, take it easy," he heard the nurse say as she held her hand against his shoulder preventing his from sitting up. "Yes, Mr. Stapleton, "Your wife is going to be fine. She's just a couple rooms down the hall. She's been asking for you."
"Are you sure?" he anxiously asked as his memory of the crash came rushing back. "I heard her scream. We were going over a cliff and I heard her scream, are you sure she's okay?" He looked at the doctor with terror in his eyes.
"Yes, Mr. Stapleton, honest, she's going to be fine. She's been very worried about you. She'll be glad to hear you're awake. Look, you've both been through a terrible trauma," said the doctor. "You have two broken ribs and your left ankle is broken in addition to multiple contusions and lacerations. With that cast on your ankle you'll be on crutches for about six weeks. After that, you'll need physical therapy for another four or five weeks. Your wife is in better shape than you. She suffered a dislocated shoulder and she's pretty scraped up, but you were both very, very lucky. The two of you will be up and around in no time."
Carl began to relax a little as he laid his head back down on the pillow.
"There's a state trooper in there with your wife right now. As soon as he's done we'll get her in here for you."
"I hear he's awake. Would it be okay to ask him some questions, doctor?" Carl heard someone ask from the doorway.
"Yeah, I think so. Would you be able to answer some questions for the police, Mr. Stapleton?" the doctor asked.
Carl nodded his head slightly.
"Mr. Stapleton, I'm Lieutenant Richardson with the Illinois State Police. I'm investigating the accident you had. We have a witness who says a panel truck lost control and slid into your lane of traffic. He said you had no choice but to swerve into the guardrail. Is that the way you remember, Sir?"
"Yeah," Carl said with a small groan. He was starting to feel discomfort from his broken ribs.
"I can see you're in pain, Mr. Stapleton. I'll try to keep this as brief as possible. Do you remember what the truck looked like; Color, make, any markings on the side, anything you remember that might help us locate it?"
"Ah, well it was green and there was something about fruit on the side but I didn't really get a good look at it. I have no idea what make, I was too busy trying to get out of its way."
"Of course; that was pretty much what the other witness said as well. He was almost forced off the road too."
"My wife; they said she's okay, is that true? They said you talked to her?"
"Oh yeah, she'll be fine. Her right shoulder was dislocated. They put it back but she'll have to wear her arm in a sling for a while. Outside of that she has a few cuts and bruises here and there, mostly on her legs, but, nothing too serious. You're both lucky to be alive. If it wasn't for the young man who saw the accident and went down there to save you guys, you'd both be dead."
"Young man; I don't remember anything after rolling down the hill. What young man?"
The Lieutenant checked his notes. "Name was Barry Westchester, only twenty-two years old; he was right behind you when it happened. He pulled you both out of the wreck just before it went the rest of the way down the ravine and burst into flames."
"My God, you weren't kidding were you; he really did save our lives."
"Oh yeah, no doubt about it, Mr. Stapleton. He was in here for a while himself. He banged up his knee pretty bad while getting you guys out of the car. He'll be on crutches for a while but he'll live. There was another guy watching from the road. He says the kid was absolutely fearless; 'the most amazing thing I've ever seen,' were his exact words. Mr. Westchester actually crawled into the wreckage and pulled you out while the car was sliding down the hill. Fricken kid's got to have balls of steel to do something like that; a real hero."
"Geez, Lieutenant, is he from around here? I'd like to find some way to thank him?" Carl asked just as the nurse wheeled Bev into the room in a wheelchair.
"CARL!," she cried out when she saw him. "Honey, my God you're okay," she said standing up on wobbly legs as the nurse brought her up to the side of his bed.
"Oh, honey," he said trying to sit up so he could kiss his wife.
"Mr. Stapleton," the nurse said sternly, "You lay back down there or I'll take her right back out of here."
"Damn, nurse, at least let me kiss her," he said. Bev leaned over the guardrail. Carl put his arm around her being carful of her shoulder and they kissed.
It was heartwarming for both the nurse and the state trooper to see how devoted the two were to each other. After breaking the kiss Bev gently put her head on Carl's chest, put her left arm around him and quietly cried.
Carl lightly stroked her hair. "Easy, babe," he softly told her. "It's over, honey. It's all over and we're both going to be fine."
She nodded her head slightly and tried to regain control of her emotions. "I know, honey. I was just so scared. God, I was so frightened that I'd lost you," she said between sobs.
"I know, baby; I was the same way. I don't know what I'd do without you, honey. It's okay now. Everything is going to be fine...thanks to a very brave man who saw the accident. Did you hear what he did, honey? Some young guy saved our lives... what was his name again?" he asked the trooper still standing next to the bed.
"Westchester," the trooper replied, "Barry Westchester. You'll be able to get a copy of the police report in a couple of days. It'll all be in there," he said with a smile.
"Well, I guess I'll leave you two alone. If either of you think of anything else, please give me call at this number," he said handing Carl a business card. "We really would like to catch the guy that was driving that truck. He almost killed you two, and he damn near forced that kid off the road as well," he told them before leaving.
"Okay, you two; If you both promise to be good I'll leave you alone for a little while," said the nurse with a smile. "Just remember those ribs, Mr. Stapleton. They're going to be very tender for a while, so please try to move around as little as possible for now."
"I promise," he said still stroking his wife's hair. After the nurse left the room, Carl and Bev just stayed like they were without saying a word for several minutes; just enjoying the fact that they still had one another.
Finally, between the awkward position she was standing in and the pressure it was putting on her shoulder, Bev had to sit back down in the wheelchair. Carl squeezed his arm between the side rails of the bed so they could hold hands.
"I think we're going to need a new car," Carl said jokingly.
Bev chuckled, "Okay, just as long as I don't need a new husband," she replied.
"You know, I can't stop thinking about that guy who saved our lives. I've never had my life saved before, it's a weird feeling to know you owe your life to someone," Carl said.
"Yeah, honey, I know exactly what you mean. How do you repay someone for saving your life? What could you possibly do for them in return?"
"Exactly, babe; it's just strange because you know, short of saving his life, there's no way to square things with him."
Bev sat and thought for a moment. "Well, the lieutenant said he was young, maybe we can do something to help change his life for the better. You know...like pay for him to go to college and get an education, or somehow get him started in a career that he'd like...something like that."
"Yeah, maybe; we have time to think about it, we have to get well ourselves before we can do anything."
"Maybe not, honey. That cop said he injured his knee. Why don't we see if he has any medical bills? We could start saying thanks by paying them."
"Honey, that's a great idea. When that nurse comes back we'll have her check. Whatever his bills are we'll pay them. Honey," he said with a smile, "you're an absolute genius, you know that?"
Carl and Bev were disappointed when the nurse reported back to them saying the bill for Mr. Westchester had already been paid in full. They were both released later that day.



It was dark by the time the cab pulled into their driveway, but even in the dark and with all the lights off, the house never looked so good to either of them. Carl was so thankful to be home that after paying the driver, he gave him a twenty-dollar tip.
"Thank you, sir," the cabby said expressing his appreciation with enthusiasm. "If you need a ride in the future, my name is Jose, you can ask for me by name."
"Okay, Jose," replied Carl with a small chuckle. "I'll be sure and do that."
"Do you need any help, honey?" offered Bev.
"No, babe, I'm doing fine," he responded as he hobbled up the stairs.
"Honey, I don't think I've ever been happier to be home," said Bev once they were both inside.
"Yup, I know exactly what you mean, feels good doesn't it."
Bev watched as her husband grappled with his crutches through the living room to his favorite recliner. Fighting to keep his balance, he took them from under his arms and set them against the arm of the chair then, while keeping his cast extending so it didn't touch the floor, Carl hopped into position and lowered himself to sit. The last few inches came with a flop and his arm bumped the crutches knocking them to the floor.
"Shit," was his only comment as he leaned back in comfort letting the foot rest come up.
Bev had to chuckle to herself. She wasn't used to seeing her very competent husband struggle with anything. It wasn't often she was given the opportunity to take care of him. It was always the other way around. Hell, he almost never even got sick. It was almost heartening to know he might have to depend on her for some things. This was her chance to baby him for a change, even if she did have a bum shoulder.
She watched as he stretched out in his recliner and saw her first chance to offer some tender loving care. She walked up stairs to the bedroom and grabbed a pillow. "Here, honey, can you lift your leg; let me put this under it. You're supposed to keep it elevated, remember?"
Carl opened his eyes to see his beautiful wife standing in front of him with the pillow in her hand. His smile spread across his entire face. "Thanks honey," he said while lifting his ankle.
"How about I make a pot of coffee and we call for a pizza delivery," Bev asked.
"Oh babe, some of your black gold would be like a slice of heaven right now, especially after drinking that swill they served in the hospital."
"Honey, do me a favor," she said getting up and kissing his cheek on the way to the kitchen, "Don't mention heaven for a while. It makes me think of just how close we came to earning our wings."
"You got it," he replied with a chuckle.
A little while later Bev presented her hubby with his first cup of real coffee in days; "Aaaaaaah, nectar of the gods," he proclaimed as it slid past his taste buds. "Oops, I did it again, didn't I?"
Bev just smiled as she sat on the arm of his chair so he could put his arm around her waist. "Honey, what are we going to do about the guy who saved our lives?" she asked. "I can't stop thinking about that. We have to figure out a way to pay him back."
"Yeah, I know, honey, we will," he replied. "That state trooper said we should be able to get a copy of the accident report tomorrow. That should have his contact information on it. I thought we could invite him over for dinner after we're both feeling a little better. We can get to know him a little and maybe figure out what we can do for him."
The pizza soon came, after which they spent the rest of the evening just relaxing. Right after the ten o'clock news and weather, they decided to call it a night.
Between all their aches and pains, they both had pretty much ruled out any real hanky-panky, at least for a few nights, but that didn't mean they couldn't find a way to cuddle.
Just before turning out the lamp Carl noticed his lovely wife's eye's glistening in the light. "Are you crying, honey?"
"I'm sorry, darling, I can't help it. I just keep thinking how close I came to losing you." Bev wiped her tears away. "I am so thankful; I don't think I could live without you my love. Personally, darling, I will never be able to pay that young man back for what he's done."
"We'll find a way, babe; somehow we'll come up with something. Come on, honey, this whole experience has us both completely drained emotionally. Let's get some sleep. Tomorrow we'll start on operation pay back," he said turning out the lamp and snuggling up.
Right after breakfast the following morning, Carl checked on the computer and found the accident report they wanted was available to be downloaded. He complied with what had to be done, and a few minutes later, had a printed copy for themselves.
Between the guy who witnessed everything from the road and Barry's own testimony it was all there. They read both accounts of the kid's heroic exploits with astonishment. By the time they were done the need to somehow show their gratitude was stronger than ever.
A few minutes later Bev sat anxiously by while Carl did some internet checking with the report in front of him. Evidently Barry did not want to give his phone number to the police but the address he gave was in an extremely wealthy part of town. With some more checking he found the address was actually listed to a, Bartholomew Westchester.
"Honey, this is not looking good," he told Bev, "You know all those mansions in Barrington?"
"Yes," she replied.
"Well our hero lives in one of them. I'm pretty sure Barry's dad could buy and sell us with his pocket money. I just looked him up. He's the CEO of his own fortune five-hundred corporation."
"Oh, honey, what'll we do? We have to find some way to show our appreciation," said Bev.
"Yeah, I know, honey; I feel the same way. Don't worry, we'll figure out something. Right now though, I have to figure out a way to get a hold of him. People like this aren't listed in the book."
"Westchester Incorporated," he heard a sensual voice on the other end of the line say.
"Hello, my name is Carl Stapleton. My wife and I were involved in an auto accident last week and Barry Westchester saved our lives. I'm pretty sure his dad is Bartholomew Westchester, the CEO there. I'm trying to get a hold of Barry to thank him and I'm wondering if I can talk to him, or his dad?"
"I'm sorry, Mr. Stapleton, but Mr. Westchester is not in," she said pleasantly but not quite grasping the situation, at least not as far as he was considered.
"Okay, look I'm sure they both value their privacy, but Barry risked his own life to save ours. All I want is a chance to thank him. Is there any way to contact him?"
"Sure, Mr. Stapleton, I understand. If you could give me your contact information I will pass it on to Mr. Westchester's executive assistant."
"Okay, but please try to tell her how important this is. Barry is a real hero. We just want to show our appreciation, that's all."
"Of course, Sir; I will let her know."
Carl gave the receptionist all the pertinent information. "Well, that's about all I can do right now, honey. We'll just have to wait and see if he calls us back," he told Bev.
"Oh, honey, I sure hope he calls us back, and soon," she responded.
The next two weeks went by without a peep from the Westchester family. In the meantime, Bev was able to lose the sling and had an occupational therapist coming to the house to help with getting her shoulder loosened up again. Carl was feeling much better as well. With just over the counter pain meds, his ribs felt fine and he was getting much more proficient with his crutches.
They had finally settled their claim with the insurance company and Carl couldn't wait to replace his Lincoln. Under normal circumstances he wasn't very comfortable in his wife's Civic; but now, with the cast, he couldn't even fit in it. They were just about to go out in search of a new car when the phone rang.
"Hello," answered Bev.
"Hello, this is Barry Westchester."
Bev's eyes got big as saucers and she was almost frantic as she waved her husband over to the phone.
"Oh, Mr. Westchester, thank you so much for everything...I mean; oh God, there's so much my husband and I want to tell you and now that I'm finally talking to you I can't think of anything to say..."
"Here, give me the phone, honey," Carl said taking it from Bev's hand. He heard the gentleman on the other end of the line chuckling to himself. "Mr. Westchester, what my wife was trying to say is thank you. Of course those words are completely inadequate; we were both out cold but the state trooper investigating the accident told us how you risked your own life to save ours. Right now I have no idea how to express our appreciation but we'd...ah, well, maybe we could get to know one another a little better. Bev and I really need to show our gratitude somehow. To start, we'd like to invite you over for dinner one night. I know that probably sounds like such a trivial gesture for what you did, but my wife is a fantastic cook and...I...I would really like to shake your hand," he stammered with emotion.
The other end of the line was silent for a few seconds. "I don't know; I guess that would be okay. I'm in school right now though. I won't be back in town until next week."
"Mr. Westchester, that would be fine. We'd be honored if you could make it. What's your favorite dish? I'll have Bev cook it for you."
"Oh, I'm not fussy, and please call me Barry. My dad is Mr. Westchester. I do like Trout Almondine. Our cook at the house makes it for me all the time when I'm at home.
"Trout Almondine it is, Barry," he said looking at Bev who was nodding her head with approval. "What evening would be good for you?"
"How about next Wednesday at seven," he said.
"Next Wednesday at seven o'clock- you got it," Carl repeated excitedly. "Let me give you directions."
"Oh that's okay, I have your address already. I'll just punch it into my GPS."
"Okay, Mr....I mean, Barry, we'll see you then."
They said goodbye to each other and hung up. Bev was almost giddy, she was so happy they were finally going to get a chance to thank the man who risked his own life to save theirs. Carl was almost as bad. They hugged one another like they had just won the lottery.
They were still locked in an embrace when they heard their cab signal his arrival with a toot from the horn. "Loren's Lincoln dealership on Dempster, please," Carl told Jose. They bought their last three cars from there. Carl always dealt with the sales manager and was pretty sure they'd get a good deal on another MKS. The next day their new car was delivered to their home.
Wednesday morning Carl woke to the smell of fresh coffee. He looked at Bev's side of the bed and found he was alone. Since not having to go to work for the last few weeks he was getting spoiled by waking up with his lovely wife curled in his arms. He missed her. He looked at the clock; it was only six-thirty, what is she doing up so early, he wondered.
"Good morning sleepy head." Bev was sitting at the kitchen table in her robe sipping her first cup of morning pick-me-up. "What would you like for breakfast?"
"Good morning yourself. What are you doing up so early?" he asked sitting down on the opposite side of the table.
Bev got up to pour him a cup of coffee. "Have you forgotten what day this is? Barry is coming tonight, honey. I have a lot to do between now and then," she told him.
"Honey he's not going to be here until seven tonight."
"I know but I have to go to the market and get everything for dinner-I have to clean this place up; there's a lot to do, honey."
Carl thought she was overdoing it a little but he knew better than to argue with her. He helped as much as he could, which wasn't much, but Bev worked tirelessly and by four o'clock, everything that could be done, was. The sauce was made, the table set, and the house could easily pass the white glove test. The only thing left was actually baking the fish and that she wouldn't start until he arrived. The only other thing left was to shower and dress. When they realized they had three hours to kill they looked at one another.
"Honey I'm so worked up; I feel like a little girl waiting for Santa Claus. You know what I really need to settle my nerves?" Carl just looked at her. He knew exactly what she needed...it had been a while and he needed it just as badly as she did. He raised one eyebrow.
She knew that look. "Yup," she said with a smile, "you know exactly what I need. What do you think; are you well enough?"
"We'll soon find out," he stated with a smile.
"Last one up goes down on the other first," she said knowing it was no contest with him on crutches. Of course as far as Carl was concerned, win or lose, it made no difference; either way he was a winner. He carefully hoisted himself up one stair at a time, taking each one with a smile on his face.
By the time he made it to the bedroom door Bev was lying across the bed, wearing only a huge grin. Since almost losing one another, the intimacy they shared as a couple only grew stronger and more significant; but, between the emotional roller coaster, and the physical restrictions they had both been going through for the last couple of weeks, this was the first time either of them would give in to their desire for each other since the accident.
Carl rested his butt down on the dresser for support, leaned his crutches against the wall and started removing his shirt. Bev crawled across the bed like a sleek panther, playing the role to the hilt by producing a seductive purring noise with her tongue. He froze with expectation as he watched his wife moving closer to him.
"Here, let me help," she cooed undoing the remaining buttons. She hoisted the shirt over his shoulders and held it behind him, briefly trapping his arms while she lifted on her toes and kissed his lips. She pressed her hips forward, "Mmmm," she murmured feeling his bulge.
Already panting with anticipation, she pulled his shirt down freeing him of the sleeves then tossed it carelessly in the middle of the floor. Almost immediately her hands went for his belt; "Here, sit down on the bed," she told him. He wasn't going to argue. She made short work of his one shoe and sock then scooted between his legs. Carl lifted his butt just long enough for Bev to remove his pants and shorts with one fell swoop.
Reverently she looked up into her husband's loving eyes. Her hands caressed his legs before circling in on his pelvic region. He had been hard since first seeing his love stretched across the bed.
Bev leaned in and used only the tip of her tongue to tease the head of his manhood. Settling back against his hands, Carl closed his eyes and enjoyed the breathtaking sensations of his exotic wife.
"Oh God, honey," he sighed, "Not that I'm complaining, but I thought I owed you first."
"Just shut up and enjoy," she told him. Bev continued with her prescribed therapy for a hardened cock. She licked and sucked, teased and taunted until Carl was ready to explode.
"Oh, babe, I'm going to come; I can't hold it any longer," he cried out.
Hearing her husband's words of ecstasy, Bev engulfed his entire tool, taking it deep in her throat. She felt his body convulse with one spasm after another as he vocally pronounced his euphoria to the world.
Knowing how close they both came to death, she felt as if every shot of husband's enchanted elixir gave them new life. She swallowed as if she were drinking from the fountain of youth.
As she continued to hold him in her mouth, Bev could feel Carl's magic wand losing some of its magic. She looked up to see him staring at her. "I love you so much," he said with just an element of moisture building in his eyes. She knew he was thinking the same as she, and was sure neither of them would ever take the other for granted for as long as they lived.
They lay together, cuddled in each other's arms before Carl took the incentive to pay up for losing the race. Not since they first met had they gone so long without making love. The simple hint of her husband's lips nuzzling behind her ear caused Bev to catch her breath with expectation. Her pulse raced with every erotic touch of his hand and within the first minute of her husband's attentions Bev burst uncontrollably into an orgasm, her body twisted and bucked wildly with sheer rapture as her screams filled their private den of iniquity. Carl waited just long enough for the tide to ebb before continuing to work the love of his life into another frenzy.
Her eyes closed tightly as she felt Carl's tongue deftly finding every erogenous zone. She moaned with hedonistic pleasure as her man skillfully manipulated her love button bringing her over the top for the second time within minutes.
Bev's wonderful breasts heaved with labored with breathing, her mind filled only with lust for her man as her husband slipped inside of her. Each long, slow stroke of love was met with his wife's sensuous moans of ecstasy. "Oh God," she shrieked as he picked up the tempo; "Oh babe, I'm...I'm going to com... ahhhhh, she screamed as her body was wracked again with unbridled passions.
Carl felt her clamping tightly around hardened rod. Every muscle in his body strained as he released the pent up love fluids he had been harboring for so long. Time and time again he felt himself shooting sperm deep inside his wife's love canal. With every ounce of energy drained, Carl collapsed next to his wife.
"Wow," she said still fighting for breath, "maybe we should always wait for two weeks before making love; that was incredible."
"It's always incredible with you, darling; and don't get any ideas about waiting another two weeks," he joked.
Bev laughed and agreed.
***
"Damn, honey, you look absolutely stunning, "Carl said coming into the bedroom. Bev was sitting at her make-up table getting ready for their visitor. "You're not planning on seducing this guy, are you?" he joked.
"Is it too much," she said looking at his image in the mirror, "What do you wear when meeting the man who saved your life?"
"Good point, Babe; no, it's not too much. You look fantastic," Carl said reassuring her.
She turned around in her chair, "You don't look too shabby either, lover." She stood and kissed him lightly on the cheek so as not to smudge her lipstick.
They went downstairs to wait. Bev anxiously took one last look around making sure everything was just the way she wanted it. "God, honey, believe it or not, I'm still nervous, are you?"
"Yeah, I am too..." he replied just as the doorbell rang. They looked at one another then walked together to greet their rescuer. Bev stood at his side as Carl opened the door to find a tall, good looking man in his early twenties.
"Mr. Stapleton, I'm Barry Westchester," he announced reaching out his hand.
"Mr. Westchester," Carl responded, being careful not to lose his crutch as they shook hands. "Please, come in, It is a real pleasure to finally meet you. Please call me Carl, this is my wife, Bev," he said gesturing to the beautiful woman next to him.
Their guest was immediately struck by how attractive she was. She sure looked a whole lot different than the last time he saw her. "Yes," he said, reaching to shake her hand as well. It was easy to see she was nervous.
"We actually all met, although I won't be insulted if you don't remember," he chuckled trying to relieve some of the tension, "And please, it's Barry."
"Oh yes, I'm sorry," Carl apologized. "There's just something about calling the man who saved our lives by his first name."
"I understand but Barry is fine, really," he told them holding up a bottle in his left hand. "I don't know if you were planning on wine with dinner but I brought a nice Chablis just in case."
"Oh, Barry, you didn't have to do that. Thank you so much," Bev said taking it from him. "I'll open it now so it has a chance to breathe. Dinner will be ready in about twenty minutes."



Barry didn't want to seem rude or obnoxious but he couldn't help watching Bev as she walked with a gentle sway to her hips on the way to the kitchen. She sure did look different than she did on that terrible night.
"Can I get you anything before dinner? I have some great twelve year old scotch," Carl asked as they settled in the living room. "Or I have beer in the fridge."
"No thanks, I'll just have some wine with the meal," he replied.
"How much longer will you be on crutches?" Barry asked as his host hobbled to the sofa.
"Ah, probably another month," he answered. "It can't be soon enough for me though, I hate these damn things."
"Yeah, I know what you mean. I was on them for almost a week after that night."
Bev opened the wine and stuck it in a wine bucket to chill before rejoining Barry and her husband. They were already deep in discussion. Again, Barry couldn't help but notice how beautiful Carl's wife was as she sat on the arm of the couch next to her husband. Carl looked at his attractive mate with pride and put his arm around her waist. She leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek then focused her attention to Barry as he continued with his story.
"I was coming home from a friend's house," he told them. "I was just getting ready to pass you as soon as that truck went by. It's a good thing it happened when it did, a few minutes later and I'd have been long gone and wouldn't have seen a thing."
Listening to Barry gave Bev goose bumps. She knew they'd had a close call with death but now they were hearing just how close it really was. A chill ran up her spine. She couldn't stop thinking, had it not been for the man sitting in front of them, they would have both been killed.
"They told us you hurt your knee," Carl said.
"Yeah, it's okay now but it was pretty sore for a while. Like I said, I was on crutches for almost a week. After that I had to wear a brace. I just took the brace off a couple days ago."
"How did you do it; hurt it I mean?" Bev asked.
"It was that damn icy grass on the side of the hill; I slipped as soon as my foot hit it and I went flying down the hill. Your car stopped me, I smashed right into it with the knee," he told them. "At first I was sure it was broken. It literally brought tears to my eyes, it hurt so bad."
Barry was still answering their questions about the accident when Bev announced that dinner was ready. Once at the table, Carl changed the subject.
"Barry," I'm not quite sure how, but Bev and I want to find some way to show our appreciation. Originally we thought of paying for your education, or helping you in your chosen career, but I'm guessing you have all that covered; am I right?"
Barry nodded his head. "Carl I'm one of the chosen few. I wasn't born with a silver spoon, mine was twenty-four karat gold. My dad has more money than I could spend in three life-times. I go to Harvard and when I want to come home for the weekend, dad sends the corporate jet for me. For my twenty-first birthday he bought me a nineteen sixty-four Jaguar XKE and had it completely restored. That's what I was driving that night of the accident. I appreciate your offer but I'm pretty well set for life," he told them.
To Bev and Carl this was not good news. They didn't just want to do something to show their gratitude, it was a need, a deep seeded need they both felt. "Please, Barry," Carl said almost sounding as if he was begging, "think about it. There must be something, some way we can say thank you."
"Well this dinner is a start," he said happily. "I thought Mary Anne, that's our cook, made the best Trout Almondine I've ever tasted, but this is better than hers. Bev if you ever need..." he stopped himself from finishing the sentence.
"If I ever need what, Barry?" she inquired.
"Ah, nothing, Bev," he replied sheepishly. "I just wanted to compliment you on the meal."
"I think he was about to offer you a job as a cook, honey," Carl said with a slight chuckle.
"I'm sorry," Barry said admittedly. "It wasn't meant as an insult, honest. I meant it as a compliment, but...well, sometimes I say things wrong."
Bev smiled; in addition to feeling so grateful to him, she really liked the young man. "Well thank you, Barry. You'll never insult me by praising my cooking, so please don't worry about it."
The rest of the evening went well. Bev served coffee with dessert and they got to know their young savior a little better. They were sorry to see the night coming to a close but it was after eleven and Barry said he had to get going.
"Please," Carl urged, "don't forget to keep us in mind. If there is anything we can do, please don't hesitate to let us know."
"Yes," Bev followed up with what her husband said. "Barry you saved our lives and almost lost yours in the process. Carl and I both are deeply, deeply grateful and truly want to show you how much we appreciate your bravery and what you did for us."
Barry smiled and turned toward the door to leave; he reached for the knob then stopped and turned back to his host. "You really mean that, because I just thought of something."
"Yes," they both said in unison. "Just tell us, what can we do?" Carl asked excited with the prospect of fulfilling their obligation.
"I...ah, I want a weekend with Bev as my sex slave."
Both Carl and Bev were stunned into silence for a moment. Carl started to grin, "I know you're joking, Barry, but that's not really very funny."
"I'm not joking, Carl. You wanted to know how you can repay me; well...Bev is a beautiful woman. I've been watching her all night. I can't think of anything better than having her to myself, doing whatever I tell her to do for a weekend. You wouldn't have to worry about her. I wouldn't let anyone else touch her. It would just be me and I wouldn't hurt her."
Carl strained to read Barry's face. He still couldn't believe he was serious. How could such a brave young man, a man who risked his own life in the performance of such a heroic, unselfish act, even contemplate such a selfish, evil thought?
Carl prayed their rescuer would break into a big grin and chuckle out an, "only fooling," but it didn't happen. He could feel his blood coming to a boil.
"Barry I think you should leave now," Carl said trying to control his temper.
"I see, so you didn't really mean it when you said you'd do anything to repay me for saving your lives. Hell Carl, if it wasn't for me you wouldn't even have your wife. I don't think it's too much to ask."
"I said it's time for you to go, Barry...NOW!"
Barry turned to Bev and tried to take her hand but she jerked it back. She looked as if she was still in shock from his proposal. "Okay I'm going, but think about it. You guys were the ones who said you had an obligation, alright I'm telling you how you can fulfill it."
He turned and left. Carl almost fell trying to slam the door while balancing on his crutches. He looked at Bev. She had a blank stare on her face. "Do you believe that? I don't. He was so nice all night long and then he comes out with something like that? Damn him!"
Bev was more dumbfounded than angry. After hearing Barry tell his story and reading the accident report she had developed and extreme need to reciprocate somehow. She didn't think her conscience would allow her a moment's peace until they found some way to do something in return; but what he suggested...well, the cost was just too high. "What'll we do?" she mumbled.
"What do you mean, what will we do? What can we do...nothing. I'm still having a hard time believing he was serious. Maybe he just has a weird sense of humor or something-I don't know. Hopefully he'll call tomorrow and say he was just kidding."
The more he thought about Barry's request, the angrier Carl became. He had really liked the kid and had anticipated a life-long friendship with him. Now he felt as if he'd been stabbed in the back. It was a betrayal and it hurt.
Bev was still too dazed to even know how she felt yet. All she knew was that she had to find a way to reward Barry for his heroism, but this...this was emotional blackmail, this was immoral. There was simply no way she could go through with what he was asking; and even if she could, how would it affect Carl? Could he live with it, could she? No, there had to be another way...there had to be!
She looked down and realized her hands were shaking. She couldn't deal with this right now. She needed time to think. "Ah, let me clean up a little and then let's go to bed, okay?" she asked needing a distraction.
"Okay, honey; can I help?" asked Carl.
"No, babe. Thanks for offering but I can handle it," she said already picking up some of the dirty plates. "Why don't you go on to bed, honey. I'll be up in a few minutes."
"Yeah, okay, if you're sure you don't need me to help."
"No, I can take care of things down here, you go ahead," she responded. She just needed a few minutes alone to clear her head. "I'll be right up."
Barry's words were still thundering through Carl's mind as he climbed the stairs. He just couldn't figure it out; he seemed like such a nice kid. Hell, he saved their lives, how the hell could he turn out to be such an asshole? It didn't make sense. Carl was shaking his head in disbelief as he reached the top landing and headed for the bedroom.
A few minutes after Carl crawled under the covers he was joined by his lovely wife. She cuddled into the nook of his shoulder and laid her arm across his chest.
"Damn, Carl, you're so tight your muscles are actually twitching, honey. Are you so upset with what Barry said?"
"Hell yeah I'm upset; aren't you? He's lucky I'm still on crutches or I might have wrung his fricken neck. I just can't get over the nerve of that little punk."
"Yeah, I know, it was completely unexpected; but don't forget, that little punk risked his own life to save ours. We wouldn't even be here if it wasn't for him."
"I know, that's what makes it so fucking aggravating. How can anyone take such an unselfish, noble act like that, and turn it into a selfish, amoral, deceitful..." Carl let the words hang without finishing.
"Okay, okay, try to relax honey. You'll be having a heart attack at this rate. Just forget about it. Come on," she said pushing on his side, "roll over on your chest and let me give you a nice massage. I haven't done that in a while and you could sure use one."
Carl agreed; even his jaw muscles were clinched tightly. Bev worked her magic fingers along his neck and back relieving a lot of the tightness. She scooted down to the end of the bed and massaged the sole of his foot, the one that wasn't in a cast, then worked her way up his legs. By the time she reached his butt she was too turned on to ignore the sack peeking out between his legs.
"Ahhhhh," he moaned as she slid her hand under his testicles and tenderly caressed them with her delicate fingers. He was certainly a lot more relaxed now than when she first started. While still gently kneading his balls, she crawled up a little higher on the bed and started kissing him all over his back.
Carl turned on his side to better face his wife and reached up putting his arm around her neck. She let out a playful scream as he turned back over literally pulling her over with him. They lay face to face just gazing into each other's eyes. Without looking away Bev reached down and felt his rod of steel.
"I thought guys were supposed to take longer to recuperate when they got to be your age," she said with a smile.
"Not when they have the sexiest woman in the world for a wife," he replied lightly stroking her face.
"Roll over on your back stud, this sexy woman is going for a ride." She was so wet there was no need for any foreplay. She carefully swung her leg over and rode them both to ecstasy. Neither of them had any trouble falling to sleep after that.
When Carl awoke the next morning, his first conscious thought was of Barry's insidious demand. He tried to force it from his mind as he heard his wife waking up. With an affectionate moan, she nestled her head against his chest a couple times before looking up at her mate with a big smile.
"Good morning, sweet heart," she said before laying her head back on his chest. She felt his hand tenderly rubbing her naked back.
"Good morning, honey, did you sleep well?"
"Ah huh," she lied. Actually Barry's suggestion for repayment had been on her mind too. Not since she'd taken her vows had she ever considered breaking them. Just the thought of being with another man was enough to make her sick, but this was different; she had never felt so strongly obligated to anyone before. She prayed her husband was correct and Barry would call back saying it was all a joke. She knew he wouldn't though. She saw the look in his eyes when he made the proposition, it was sheer lust. No, there was no doubt about it, he was serious.
They were both a little more quiet than normal at breakfast. Bev knew her husband's calm demeanor was anything but; under that apparent tranquility he was still seething. He wanted to rip Barry's head from his shoulders and piss down his throat. She knew her husband very well.
Her own feelings; however, were a little more complicated. Oh she was pissed as well; pissed because she felt trapped. Just the thought of hurting her husband and sleeping with another man was completely and totally foreign to her, but could she live with the alternative? How do you not reciprocate for something as monumental as saving a person's life? My God, she kept thinking, he almost died saving us. How in the world do you simply shrug off something like?
She wasn't about to say anything to her husband-not yet anyway. She would wait until he calmed down some. But even then she wondered how to even broach the subject without hurting him.
Even though it was almost constantly on her mind, Bev didn't dare mention anything for several days. It had been almost a week since having their dinner guest. They had just made love and were now cuddled in each other's arms. Carl seemed peaceful. She thought it was probably as good a time as any.
"Carl, honey we need to talk about Barry," she said very cautiously.
"Barry; why, what's there to talk about?" she could still hear anger in his voice at the simple mention of his name.
"Honey the man saved our lives, we can't just forget about it."
"The hell we can't. The little prick can go fuck himself because he's sure as hell not fucking you." Carl thought for just a second, "What do you mean we can't just forget about it? You're not suggesting you do what that asshole wants?" he asked in a very menacing tone.
When Bev didn't say anything he took that as an affirmative. He angrily threw the covers off and reached for his crutches.
"Carl where are you going?" she pleaded.
He stood and turned toward her. Even in the darkened room she could see the anger in his face.
"I'm going down stairs. I'm not sleepy anymore." He started toward the door then stopped and looked back. This time it wasn't so much anger as it was sadness. She could hear it as he spoke. "I can't believe you would actually consider cheating on me with that prick," he hung his head and slowly shook it in denial, "I can't believe it," he said again before heading for the door.
"Carl wait, please; Carl..." she yelled but he didn't stop. She caught up with him just as he was maneuvering down the stairs. "Honey please, we need to talk about this; we have to do something. If we don't find a way..."
"There's nothing to talk about," he yelled cutting her off. "You want to be his fuck slut, go ahead, but I won't be here when you get back!"
"Carl, please don't say that," she said bursting out in tears.
He turned when he reached the bottom of the stairs and saw his wife still a few stairs up, holding on to the handrail for support as she crumpled in near hysterics. He had never seen her like that; not even when her mother died. Carl hung his head, now feeling guilty.
"Come on," he told her using a much gentler tone in his voice. "Let's go in the kitchen, I'll make some coffee."
He had already started the pot brewing by the time Bev composed herself enough to make it to the table. She was wiping her eyes with a tissue when he set a cup down in front of her.
"Please, please, I'll never mention it again, but please don't ever say you're going to leave me, Carl; I don't know what I'd do if I lost you," she sobbed.
He stood next to her for a few seconds. Did he really say he'd leave her, he wondered. Thinking back he knew he did, but he was just so damn angry.
"Honey," he said switching his crutch to the other hand so he could put his arm around her, "I'm sorry I said that. I'm not going anywhere. Please don't cry." He leaned over and kissed her softly on the cheek.
Before he could straighten back up she turned and wrapped her arms around his neck almost making him lose his balance. He could taste her tears as she pressed her lips to his with desperation. He put his hand behind her head and kissed her back, returning her passion.
"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry," she cried, still sobbing.
"Me too, honey. I didn't mean to say that; I...I...it's just the thought of you..." he had to stop talking and sit down as tears were now flooding his own eyes and spilling down his cheek. Carl reached across the corner of the table, took her hand, and kissed it.
"What do you say we just microwave the coffee in the morning, huh?" he asked.
Bev was still sniffling and wiping her eyes when she just nodded her head. He turned the coffee pot off and they went back to bed. Carl lay on his back with his arm around his wife as she rested her head on his chest. He could feel her still sob once in a while until she finally fell asleep-something he was still having trouble doing.
Bev didn't mention Barry again but Carl could read her like a book. The things she said and did, he knew damn well she was fighting internally with her emotions, but just what those were he could only guess. He understood her fierce sentiment of obligation. He understood the guy saved their lives, but that did not give the bastard the right to screw his wife and the thought of her even considering it hurt to the bone.
Bev could see it in his face; the hurt. Every time she looked into his big brown eyes it was there, she recognized it, and it was killing her. Never in her life had she been so conflicted about anything. She had no idea how to handle her feelings.
Finding some way to reciprocate for what he did was more than an obligation, it was a requirement of her character. It's the way she was brought up. If someone does something nice for you then you do something nice in return. Her late father taught her that. This was more than just something nice; my God the man saved their lives. She wondered what her dad would do in her situation.
She desperately wanted to sit down and talk to her husband but was terrified she could do real damage to their marriage. She couldn't bear the thought of hurting him again. She thought just a second about trying to comply with Barry's demands without Carl knowing, but she knew that wouldn't work. There was no way she'd ever be able to hide her guilt. Carl would know in an instant.
The more she thought about her situation the worse she felt. Several times over the last couple weeks she had to find a place to hide from Carl so she could have a good cry.
It was during this time that Carl could feel a wall building between them. It was subtle but it was there. Never in all their years together, had that happened before...never. Carl knew something had to be done. They had to get everything out in the open and he was hoping he could control his temper enough to be able to have a real discussion.
Bev was silent when he asked her to sit down at kitchen table. She knew it was coming and was afraid it would develop into another fight. She didn't want that. She wanted her marriage back the way it used to be, blissful. She looked into his stern face and could feel the moisture in her eyes before he even said a word.



"Honey," he started, "we've both been pretty moody over the last couple weeks. This thing with Barry has us both all tied up in knots and I'm scared that our marriage is suffering because of it. I don't want that to happen, honey. I love you too much to let this come between us."
She started to say something but he interrupted her. "Honey, please, let me have my say first, then I will listen to you and we'll hash this thing out." She sadly nodded her head as he continued.
"Babe I know how you feel about Barry saving out lives, he saved mine too. Damn, unless it happens to them, it's impossible for a person to know how indebted you feel toward someone who you owe for your very existence. When I first read the police report I thought Barry was a brave, young, decent man, but it turns out I was wrong. He's not the guy I thought he was. I don't really know why he did what he did that night; whatever the reason I am grateful, but that doesn't mean I'm going to give him my wife in return. I will not pay my debts by pimping out my wife."
He stopped for a second trying to gather his thoughts. "Baby, I...well, I'm really hurt that you would consider sleeping with him. I don't care what he did. You are an extremely attractive woman, honey. I know you get hit on all the time but never once in all these years have I ever worried about you straying on me. I won't say I haven't gotten angry at the guys who tried their best to get into your pants, but the only thing that has kept me from a lot of fights over the years, is the fact that I knew they didn't stand a chance. Now all of a sudden this guy comes along, and for the first time in our marriage, I have doubts."
Bev's heart was breaking as she listened to the pain in her husband's voice. "Oh Carl," she whimpered with tears streaking her face, "I'm so sorry," she said shaking her head. "I agree things have been strained between us lately. I've wanted to talk but I've been afraid because I don't want to hurt you any more than I have, but Carl, this thing is eating me up inside."
She grabbed a tissue and wiped her eyes. "You said you know how I feel because he saved your life too, but I don't think you do know; there's more to it than that. For me it goes deeper...much deeper. It's not so much that he saved my life, honey; it's that he went back for you." She took a moment to wipe her eyes again.
"Did you read what that other guy said in the report, the guy who witnessed everything from the road? Barry already had me safely out of the car before going back for you. When the car started sliding down the ravine he refused to let you go, even with his own life in peril he refused to let you go."
She tried to compose herself again. "I keep thinking, what if he hadn't gone back; or what if he had let go? Don't you see, my darling; he saved me from something much worse than death, he saved me from living the rest of my life without you."
Bev's words penetrated his very soul as subconsciously he twisted it the other way around. What if it had been him safely laying on the ground and it was Bev that Barry so heroically went back for? He shuddered at the thought. He was just beginning realize how his wife felt.
Carl reached over and took ahold of her trembling hand as she continued. "Every time I close my eyes I see you trapped in that car, sliding down the hill; sliding out of my life forever. What would I have done if he hadn't risked his life and gone back for you, Carl? I can't even imagine living without you."
She was crying again and had to stop for a moment to regroup. "How...how do you pay a debt like that?"
"I don't know," he said sadly. "I doubt a debt like that ever can be paid, not in full anyway." Carl could feel a cold chill going through his spine. Now that he understood Bev's motives better he didn't feel as betrayed as he did, but now he was even more worried.
As gently as he could, he had to ask, "What are you going to do, honey. Are you going to do what he wants?"
Her eyes were red and swollen, her entire body was trembling, "I don't know," she cried. "I couldn't live with myself if I hurt you, but I don't know if I can go on with this hanging over my head either." Her face scrunched up in agony. "Sometimes I wish he'd just left me in the damn car," she blubbered. She laid her head on her hands and broke down, bawling like a little girl.
"Don't say that," Carl said as he stood up and used the table for support while hopping to her side. He leaned down and held her. He wished he could ease her burden, tell her what to do and make it all better, but he couldn't. She was the one who had to make the decision.
"Honey, listen to me," he said trying to comfort her. "I really didn't understand how you felt before but now I believe I do. I wish I could give you some magic formula that would make all this go away but I can't. I know you love me and you know how much I love you. I also trust you. I know whatever decision you make it will be because you feel it is the right thing to do." He kissed her and tried to calm her down.
Later that night Carl lay in bed with his wife curled in his arms. He stared up the ceiling while deep in thought. Without really saying it, he had still given her the impression he could live with her infidelity if that was what she chose. It was a lie and he knew it. The thought of his wife fucking another man was something he could never live with. He hoped his wife knew him well enough to realize it. Try as he would to get past it, he knew it would eventually drive them apart. It was a gamble. All he could do was hope and pray she would make the right decision. A tear broke free from the corner of his eye and ran down his cheek to the pillow below. It would be followed by several more before he finally drifted to sleep.
***
It had been a full month since the accident. Carl was sitting in a chair by the window staring out at little green buds on the tree in his yard. Spring was finally approaching. Bev hadn't mentioned Barry all week but he knew the whole situation still weighed on her mind. It was never far from his thoughts either.
It was the ringing of his cell phone that disrupted his deliberations. He knew from the ring tone it was Angie, his secretary from the office. She had called several times over the past few weeks with questions regarding one client or another.
"Hi Angie, how are things going?"
"Hi Carl, I was about to ask you the same thing; how's the ankle?" she asked.
"It's okay; I'm still on crutches for another couple of weeks but it doesn't hurt or anything."
"That good," she responded. "How are you getting around on the crutches?"
"Oh I'm an old pro by now. Why, you want to take me out dancing?" he joked.
His secretary chuckled for a second before replying, "I would, Carl, but I wouldn't want to face Bev's wrath. No, actually Mr. Bremer was wonder if you'd be able to start coming into the office, not full time but maybe three or four times a week for just a few hours."
Carl didn't hesitate, "Yeah, I could do that. It takes me a little while to get ready in the morning, how about if I come in tomorrow around ten?"
"That would be great, Carl. I'll let Mr. Bremer know. He said you could make your own hours and go home when you got tired. He'd just appreciate the help. With that nice big client you brought in last month we're a little overwhelmed right now."
This might be just the thing, Carl thought. Bev and I have been inseparable for the last month; maybe a little breathing room from each other is just what the doctored ordered. "I'll see you tomorrow morning then," he told Angie before disconnecting.
"Who was that?" Bev asked. She was coming down from upstairs and had just heard the tail end of his conversation.
"That was Angie. They want me to start coming into the office to help out three or four times a week. It won't be for the whole day, they said I could pretty much make my own hours," he told her.
"Are you going to do it?" she asked.
"Yeah, I told them I'd be there tomorrow at ten. Will you be okay for a while without me?"
"Of course; I will admit it's been good to have you home with me, but I knew it wouldn't last. Can you drive or do you want me to drive you?"
"No, I can drive. Thank you for the offer though."
The next day Carl was greeted like royalty as he stepped into his office for the first time since the wreck. As his co-workers saw him making his way down the hall to his office they all came over to greet him with a hand shake, a pat on back, and in some cases, smeared lipstick on his cheek.
Angie followed him to his office and opened the door for him. A big grin stretched across his face when he saw the large banner hanging from the ceiling above his desk saying, 'Welcome Back.' He heard a round of applause and turned around to see that everyone had followed behind him. He hadn't even realized they were there.
"It's good to have you back, Carl," said Mr. Bremer who seemed to appear from nowhere.
"Thank you, Gene," he replied. "It's good to be back and feel useful again."
Angie waited until he was safely seated behind his desk before throwing her arms around him enthusiastically, and kissing him on the cheek. "I missed you, Carl; it's so good to have you back," she told him sincerely.
"Thank you, Angie. This is just what I need. I'm just not designed to sit around home doing nothing. It was really starting to get to me. Now," he said settling into his chair, "what's first?"
Angie brought in a stack of files with post-it notes stuck all over them. He smiled; he felt like he was back in charge of his life again. That was something he felt had been slipping away lately.
About three o'clock his ankle was starting to hurt from not being able to sit with it propped up. He had been there long enough anyway. No one expected him to stay as long as he had so he decided to call it a day. When he stepped inside his home it felt just like old times.
"How is my working man?" Bev asked as she greeted him at the door with a big hug and kiss.
"He's just fine my wonderful wife," he responded. Yeah, except for the damn crutches everything seemed normal again, like before the crash. A sensation of relief washed over him as he rested in his recliner with his foot up to relieve the pain.
The day's activity must have taken more out of him than he realized because the next thing he knew his wife was waking him up by planting soft, gentle kisses all over his face.
"Honey, wake up baby, dinner's ready," she whispered in his ear.
For the first time in a while, he was able to put Barry Westchester out of his mind...well, except maybe for a few fleeting moments, but that was all.
During the day Bev bought a copy of the newest Bond film, her husband's favorite movie series. After dinner she popped some popcorn and cuddled in his strong arms while watching Daniel Craig outwit the sinister villain and triumph over evil in the name of his majesty's secret service one more time.
The three hour nap Carl had earlier in the day did wonders for his libido. That night they made love for hours before finally falling to sleep in each other's arms.
Over the next couple of weeks things seemed to be settling back to normal. Carl finally got his cast off but still couldn't ditch the crutches, not completely. He was now going to physical therapy three times a week and had to still use one crutch for support until he could regain the strength in his leg.
He was also spending more time at work now, going in four days a week and spending the entire day. Except for a passing urge to still kill now and then, Carl hadn't given much thought to Barry.
Bev was also back to her old self as well. Since Carl was at work again she kept herself busy doing the things she like to do and spending time with her girlfriends again.
It started out as a normal Friday. As usual, Carl threw his cell phone in the breast pocket of his suit coat, kissed his wife, and was out the door. Once in his office, Carl took off his coat and hung it on the rack next to his desk about the same time as Angie came in with his coffee. He had just taken the first sip of brew when Angie's voice came over the intercom, "Carl, Mr. Bremer needs you in his office right away."
"Why, what'd I do?" he asked.
"I don't know, but it sounds urgent," she replied. He thanked her then high-tailed it to his boss' office.
"Hi Carl, have a seat," he said with an air of excitement in his voice. "I just hung up with Andrew Carnahan, the president of TCB Inc.," he told Carl. "Are you familiar with them?"
"Oh sure, they're worldwide, who doesn't know who they are? How did you get a hold of him?"
"I didn't, he called me." Carl wasn't sure what this was all about yet but it sure sounded interesting. "Universal software, in California, has been their chief supplier for a decade now, but evidently something happened because TCB just fired them."
"Fired them; just like that?"
"I guess; anyway Carnahan called me. Carl he's looking at us to replace Universal."
Carl just sat in the chair staring at his boss, not sure he understood what he just heard. "They...they want us?" he asked.
"Well it's far from a done deal. They're not sure we could handle the volume but they want us to make a presentation, and from what he said over the phone, if we can convince him we can keep up with their demand, the account is ours to lose."
"Holy cripe, Gene, this is unbelievable. We could triple, maybe quadruple our size almost overnight. Shit! Okay," he said going into business mode, "we'll need two weeks to get our presentation together. I'm going to need a couple temporary researchers for some of the leg work, I want to get..."
"Ah, Carl," Gene interrupted him. "Hold on cowboy, you haven't heard the bad news yet."
"Bad news," Carl repeated slumping back into the chair.
"Mr. Carnahan is currently on their corporate jet flying back to New York; however, he is making a detour to O'Hare. I have a driver picking him up at one o'clock this afternoon. We have four hours to put a presentation together for him."
Carl was stunned, "Four hours; Gene it can't be done, that's impossible."
"Carl, in all the years we've worked together I've never heard you use that word before. I know you, I've seen you do the impossible before and I'm counting on you to do it again. Anything you want, anything at all is at your disposal. You just name it and it's yours, but he'll be here shortly after one and we need something to show him."
Carl took a deep breath. "I need everyone on this floor assembled in the conference room in ten minutes. I need you to make it clear that for the next four hours they work for Angie and me. I don't care who they are or what their job is, if Angie or I tell them to do something it has to be done," he said standing up and heading out the door.
"Yes, Sir," Gene said with a smile.
"Angie," Carl said walking passed her desk. "I hope you don't have any plans for lunch, if you do cancel them."
"What, why, what's going on?" she asked.
"Just be in the conference room in ten minutes. "He stopped for a second and grinned. "Angie we're about to go global," he told her before disappearing into his office.
Gene stood looking at all sixty-five people who worked under him as they all crowded together in the conference room. He explained the situation and told everyone what was at stake. For the next few hours, he told them, there were no egos, no one was to feel they were being degraded or talked down to; there was simply no time for hurt feelings. They were all part of a team with one goal in mind, to help land the TCB account. At the end of his speech he turned to Carl, "You're the boss, Carl," he said for everyone to hear. "What do you want me to do?"
Carl went to work. He spat out orders and directives to Angie, who in turn, spat them out to the others. "Angie, get Roberto in here please, right now."
"Yes Sir," she answered without hesitation.
A minute later Roberto was starting to sit in front of Carl's desk. "Don't sit down, Roberto, you don't have time. According to office gossip you're quite a computer hacker. I don't want any BS, we don't have time for it. Can you hack into the computer system at Universal, and if not, do you know of anyone who can?"
"What do you need, like industrial secrets or something like that?" he asked.
"No, I want access to their email and inter-office memo accounts. I want to know why TCB fired them."
"Oh, if that's all you need, sure; no sweat," he replied.
"Well, what are you waiting for?" Carl asked.
"Angie," he bellowed again. She was standing in front of him almost before he finished saying her name. "Angie, in a little while Roberto will have access to Universal's email accounts. I need you to put a group of secretaries together and go through them. More than likely there will be thousands, but what I'm looking for is anything that gives me a clue as to why TCB fired them."
"Yes Sir," she said, already on her way.
At noon Mr. Bremer had sandwiches catered in for all sixty-five employees, then told them they had to eat on the run, they didn't have time to sit down.
By the time the limousine service dropped Mr. Carnahan off in front of the building, Carl had everything ready to go.
It was after six o'clock when Carl, Mr. Bremer, and the president of TCB shook hands on a tentative agreement. Carl watched from his office window as a limo drove out of the parking lot with Mr. Carnahan before letting out a war whoop in triumph. "We did it," he yelled to Angie. "I'll be damned if we didn't do it!"
Mr. Bremer brought a bottle of scotch from his office and he, Carl, and Angie sat down for a quick victory drink. "To the impossible," Gene said raising his glass. "To the impossible," mimicked Angie and Carl.
On the way home Carl stopped off for a dozen roses and a bottle of champagne. It was a little after seven when he pulled into his drive. He had been so engrossed with his day he didn't even think about the time until he noticed Bev's car missing. Where the hell could she be, he wondered. He looked at the car's clock; Shit, I should have called. I hope she didn't get worried and go out looking for me, he said to himself.
He walked in and looked around but the house was empty. He was really disappointed and hoped she would be right back. He was aching to tell her the news and take her out to dinner.
Carl headed into the kitchen to get some water for the flowers and stick the wine in the fridge for later. He found a nice vase in one of the cabinets and was arranging the flowers when he noticed a note on the kitchen table. He sat down to give his leg a rest, pulled the note in front of him, and started to read it;
My dearest Carl,
I've been trying to get ahold of you all afternoon but someone I talked to in your office said you were extremely busy with a big client. I asked him to have you call home, but since you didn't, I'm guessing you never got the message.
I got a call from Barry Westchester this morning. He's home for the weekend and wanted to know if we had reconsidered his proposition. Honey I had my mind made up that I would not do what he wanted, but when I heard his voice all the memories of that terrible night came flooding back...along with my deep sense of obligation.
I agreed to have dinner with him tonight. I confess, as I sit here I still do not know what I'm going to do. I am lost within my soul. Without his heroism I would have surely lost you, but if I repay him as he wishes I may still lose you, or at the very least, hurt you terribly.
Please darling, have faith in my love and devotion to you as I have faith in yours for me. I love you so much. I'm not sure when I'll be back, but when I am, I assure you this matter will be finished and we can put it behind us.



My undying love,
Your Bev
His falling tears stained the bottom of the paper and caused her name to blur. His hand shook as he pushed her note aside. Even though she didn't come right out and say it, by her words and tone of the letter, he was sure that her guilt over failing to compensate their rescuer won out in the battle of her conscience.
Five minutes prior he had been on top of the world, now he sat bawling like a baby. Every ounce of the elation he felt from his victory at work had been drained from his spirit as he now crumbled in defeat. He had lost the most important battle of his life and suddenly nothing else mattered.
He had wondered how he would handle this moment if it came. Would he be able to live with her decision? Now he knew the answer...no. The pain in his heart was overwhelming, he had to escape. He had to get away.
His breathing was ragged. He tried taking a few deep breaths as he reached for the pen. Leaving her a note was the coward's way, but he just didn't have it in him to face her. He would collapse and die at her feet. A note was the only way.
My love,
I have to assume from your note that you have decided to submit to Barry's demands. I cannot tell you how deeply this hurts me. I know how hard you fought with your conscience and know your decision cuts you as deeply as it does me, but it a decision I'm afraid I cannot live with. I'm sorry.
I will always love you,
Carl
He laid the pen on top of the writing pad. Never in his life had he experienced such sorrow. His whole existence had become a shambles in just a few short minutes.
His mind wandered back to the night they had invited Barry into their home. He was the devil disguised as an angel of mercy. It wasn't until the end of the evening that he showed his true colors when he revealed his sinister plot. Simply fucking his beautiful wife wasn't enough. He had to have her as his sex slave. Carl envisioned his bride helpless, with her hands tied to the head of the bed while Barry pounded her with his cock.
In an instant his grief had given way to a blinding rage. He grabbed the vase of pretty flowers from the table and hurled them at the wall with such force he almost fell from his chair. "I'll kill the mother fucker," he shouted with all his might. "So help me God, I'll kill him," he screamed as the shapely glass container shattered on impact.
If he only knew where they were but he didn't and he had no way of finding out. He felt lost, empty, and defeated. He slumped back into his chair. Anger and sorrow tormented his soul as his emotions fought for control.
He sat and stared at the scattered flowers lying about in the broken glass and watched as the life sustaining water now slowly and futilely drained down the wall.
He had to get away before he went mad, he thought. Carl picked up his crutch and made his way up the stairs and to the bedroom. He bent down and used his crutch to pull his suitcase out from under the bed. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he began to pack.
***
Barry watched as one of the most beautiful women he'd ever seen approached his table with the style and grace of a Paris fashion model. The clicking of her high heels musically highlighted each sway of her hips as she strode across the floor. He rose from his chair to greet her. "I'm so glad you came," he told her. Her young savior took her gently by the hand and brought it to his lips. He could taste her soft flesh and became almost dizzy as he breathed in her essence. He couldn't believe that soon he would have this woman at his mercy, performing sexual acts at his command.
"Waiter," he said motioning with his hand.
"Don't bother, Barry, I'm not staying that long," she revealed.
His ear to ear grin suddenly turned to a scowl. "What do you mean you're not staying, I thought we had an agreement," he snapped.
"No Barry, I said I would have dinner with you, I never agreed to your pitiful, little, slave girl fantasy."
"But..."
"There are no but's; I was going to have dinner with you so we could talk and find some other way for us to pay our debt, but on the way over here I decided you just weren't worth it.
"Since you left our home, Carl and I have gone through hell. I have struggled between what I felt was my obligation to you and keeping my marriage intact. By even considering to accept your proposition I have already hurt the man I love, hurt him bad. If I were to give in to your demands it would cause irreparable damage to my marriage and I would most likely lose the love of the man I cherish above everything else in life." She saw the waiter coming over and waved him off.
"I was a fool to even contemplate such a proposal no matter how hard my conscience told me I owed it to you. You saved my man. You gave him back to me and you will never know the depth of my gratitude, but now you're trying to take him away again. If saving my life means losing the man I love then you should have left me in that car to die, because without Carl life is meaningless.
"So, in answer to you demands, I will echo the words of my husband, 'Barry, go fuck yourself."
Barry sat, stunned into silence as Bev stood up and walked out.
It was a little after eight o'clock when Bev pulled into her drive. She had no intention of taking the car out again for the evening so she drove passed her husband's Lincoln and into the garage; from there she entered the house through the kitchen.
The house seemed quiet, too quiet. She knew Carl was home because his car was in the drive. She saw what she thought was her note on the table, but upon closer examination, realized it was Carl's handwriting. She picked up the tablet and started to read; "No, no, no Carl, you have it all wrong," she spoke aloud while starting to panic. She looked up and saw the broken vase. "Carl," she screamed, "Carl wait..."
She threw off her high heels and ran through the house and up the stairs. Carl was just closing his suitcase when she came flying into the room.
"No, no," she screamed again. "Honey I didn't do anything, I told Barry to go fuck himself," she excitedly yelled. Bev ran into his arms with enough force to knock him off his feet. He dropped his crutch to the floor as they tumbled onto the bed with him wrapped tightly in her arms.
"But..."
She interrupted him by smothering his face with kisses. "I'm sorry, my darling. I knew before I ever got to the restaurant how ridiculous I've been. I could never betray you, my love...never."
Carl looked into those beautiful green eyes and smiled. "You told him to go fuck himself?" he asked with a grin.
She rapidly nodded her yes with a little chuckle.
He reached behind his wife's head and pulled her gently toward his waiting lips.
For the next few minutes they lay embracing one another without speaking a word between them. Bev was the first to talk, "I'm hungry," she announced.
"I thought you had dinner," said Carl.
"No, I told him off before we even ordered."
"Hell, honey, you should have hit him up for the most expensive item on the menu first," he joked.
"Have you eaten," she asked.
"No, I was going to take you out for dinner to celebrate," he said.
"Celebrate; oh yeah, your big client, what happened?"
"I'll tell you later. How about if we just order a pizza tonight and I'll make reservation at Frank and Marie's for tomorrow night?"
"Frank and Marie's; I hope you got a raise with that big client," she said.
Carl ordered the pizza then took the champagne from the fridge while Bev set the table. She had just turned down the dining room lights and was about to light the candles when the doorbell rang.
"I'll get it." Bev saw him pass by with his crutch in one hand and money in the other. A moment later she heard her husband screaming,
"Get off my property you son-of-a-bitch before I kill you."
That's no way to talk to the pizza delivery boy she thought. She ran toward the door to see what all the hollering was about. As she approached from behind her husband she was shocked to see Barry on the front porch.
"Barry, we have nothing more to say to each other," she barked.
"I know that," he replied, "Please, I came to apologize."
Bev moved to the side of her husband, touched his arm and looked into his beet-red face. "Let him in, honey," she said in a soothing voice. "Let him say what he has to say."
Carl gave out a sigh and stepped aside.
"I'd offer you something to drink but you're not staying that long. Say what you have to say then get out," demanded Carl.
"I don't blame you for being angry, Mr. Stapleton, I know I deserve it. May I?" he asked gesturing to sit. Before Carl could say no Bev told him to go ahead. It was easy to see he was a bundle of nerves as he sat down.
"First, Mrs. Stapleton, Mr. Stapleton, I sincerely apologize for the grief and trouble I've caused. I hope and pray that in time you can find it in your hearts to forgive me. I also want to say thank you, and that you have paid your debt in full."
Bev and Carl looked at one another. "Oh really, and just how did we do that?" asked Carl suspiciously.
"By showing me what real love is all about," he replied. "You see my dad and mom hate each other, at least that's the way they act when they're in private. When they're entertaining, of course it's a different story, but behind closed doors they can't stand one another. My mother has had numerous affairs and loves to rub my dad's nose in them. Of course the number of affairs my mother has had is pale compared to dad. I couldn't count the number of women he's been with."
Barry had to stop a minute to wipe away some moisture that collected in his eyes.
"Anyway, that's pretty much the way I grew up; hell, their friends are all just as bad. I guess I kind of assumed everyone was like that. Please don't get me wrong, what I did, or at least tried to do, was despicable. I know that. I guess I just figured you two were like my folks. Bev, when you said you would rather I had left you in the car than to live without Carl it...well, I don't know, it just really hit home for me. I don't think I've ever seen true love like that before tonight. It was a real wake up call."
He stopped a minute to try and clear his dry throat. "Would you like a glass of water?" Bev asked.
He looked at Carl to see if it would be okay. Carl nodded with his head and a minute later Bev handed Barry a cold glass of water. He thanked her and took a couple gulps before continuing.
"You see I'm getting married this summer. She's a wonderful woman, certainly better than I deserve that's for sure. The thing is, I love her with all my heart, but I have no doubt I would have cheated on her. Hell, I was going to cheat on her this weekend with you," he said looking at Bev. But tonight you taught me that cheating is not something you do as a status symbol. Cheating is cheating. It's wrong and it causes pain and heartache for the one you love. That's something they don't teach you at Harvard, although maybe they should."
He took another sip of water. "Tonight I learned the meaning of love. It's a lesson I will never forget, and I'm sure one that will benefit me for the rest of my life...so, we're even. I rescued you and you rescued me back. Whatever debt you feel you owed is paid in full." He stood and reached out his hand to Carl.
Carl was not about to shake his hand, but it was his turn to talk. "To your apology, I say accepted; to your gratitude for a lesson in love, I say you're welcome. As to your excuse for propositioning my wife, I don't buy it. You're old enough to act and think for yourself. Only time will be able to prove whether you're sincere or not. I hope for the sake of your bride that you are. At this point I'll say no hard feelings, Barry, but I don't ever want to see or hear from you again; and if I ever hear that you've tried to contact my wife, I will feed your carcass to the wolves. Have I made myself clear?"
Barry nodded his head. "I don't blame you, Sir; but I was hoping you'd come to my wedding."
"Don't even bother sending the invitation; you'd be wasting a good stamp," replied Carl.
As they opened the front door to let him out they found the pizza boy just about to ring the doorbell.
Bev walked Barry past the delivery boy while Carl was busy paying him. "Go ahead and send the invitation," she whispered with a small smile. "I'll work on him between now and then."
Barry nodded with gratitude.
"I suppose you think I was too hard on him," Carl said wiping a little marinara sauce from his chin. Bev got up and walked around behind him. She reached over his shoulders and rubbed his chest as she leaned in close to his ear.
"I'm just wondering where you're going to find a pack of wolves around here," she said with a chuckle.
"Don't worry," he said jokingly, "I'll find them."
Bev gave him a kiss on the cheek. "Last one up stairs goes down on the other first," she said taking off playfully for the bedroom.
Carl casually finished his last bite of pizza and followed it with the last swig of champagne before grabbing his crutch and heading for the stairs. A wide grin stretched across his face with each step. "I win again," he told himself out loud.
The End
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"Hey Lees,"...
Alicia looked up from her computer screen. Sylvia, one of her co-workers, had a big grin on her face indicating she was definitely excited about something. "What's up?" Alicia asked with a smile.
"Wendy's wedding is coming up in a few weeks and some of the girls are talking about giving her a bachelorette party. Vanessa's husband is going out of town next week so she volunteered to have the party at her place. Her parents are going to watch the kids. It would be a week from Saturday; are you in?"
"Ah, well..."
"Oh come on," nagged Sylvia, "don't be a stick-in-the-mud."
Even though Alicia Samuelson was relatively new to the firm she was the oldest of all the secretaries, but only by a few years. Still...somehow she seemed to have developed a reputation for being an old fuddy-duddy. It wasn't that she didn't enjoy having a good time, she just didn't have that much in common with the others. Still, the group always seemed to have so much fun when they were together. It would be nice to be invited out for lunch once in a while. Suddenly she realized that this was an opportunity to show them that she could party as hard as they could.
"I was just going to check with my husband to make sure we weren't already booked but I can't think of anything off-hand; yeah, count me in," she replied enthusiastically.
"Great," Sylvia responded with a hidden agenda. Earlier, the girls had decided to hire a male stripper. It was going to cost a hundred and seventy-five bucks. The more girls they got to pitch in, the cheaper the cost per-person. She was hoping Alicia wouldn't back out when she told her she'd have to come up with some cash.
"Now, Wendy knows about the party but what she doesn't know is we're hiring a male stripper. She already had a wedding shower with her bridesmaids and her personal friends but this is going to be a private affair...just us girls, so It's going to cost each of us thirty bucks. I have to give them a credit card number to insure payment but I can't let them charge my card. My husband would see that and have ten conniption fits. I just talked to the agency and we're going to pay the stripper in cash when he gets there. We'll get a receipt of course but that way the charge won't show up on my card. I'd kind of like to have the cash by the end of the week. That way nobody has to worry about forgetting it the night of the party. Is that okay with you?"
"Sure, no problem," Alicia responded, determined not be a wet blanket.
"Great. Oh, and you should bring a little extra to stick in his G-string, too. You know what I mean?" Sylvia asked with an evil grin.
Playing along, Alicia responded with a naughty sounding, "Ah ha," and her own devilish smile.
"Oh...Vanessa volunteered to make the snacks but it's BYOB as far as the booze is considered," Sylvia added as an afterthought.
"No problem."
As Sylvia walked away, Alicia couldn't help but be a little excited. She knew dang well that the only reason she was even asked was so she could contribute to the entertainment but still... As long as she'd worked there she was never able to penetrate the clique of the other secretaries. She was sure that would change after the party. Hell, she was as friendly and fun-loving as anyone.
Later Alicia was surprised to see her husband's SUV in the drive as she pulled in. He owned a photography studio and was rarely home before seven or seven-thirty...but it was Wednesday. She was sure that was the day he had a big location shoot somewhere out of state. He had been preparing for it for days. He left the house around three in the morning and she wasn't expecting him home until late that night.
Dexter was just going through the mail as she walked in.
"Hi, honey," she said putting her arms around his neck and kissing his smiling face. "How come you're home so early? Don't tell me something went wrong at the shoot?" she asked, now looking into his blue eyes.
"Nope. In fact everything went like clockwork. Cindy did a great job getting things organized. I can't thank you enough for recommending her as my new assistant. She was the one who suggested we shoot in Michigan. At first I didn't want to drive that far but she convinced me it would be worth it. She was right, too. It's sure a lot easier to work there than in than Illinois. We had a good portion of the beach blocked off and we didn't even need any permits. Then we were just starting to set up and the cops showed up. At first I thought damn, I knew things were going too smoothly, but unlike Chicago's finest, they didn't come over to hassle us or ogle the models; these guys said they heard we would be in the area and wanted to know if there was anything they could do to help."
"Really," replied a surprised Alicia. She couldn't count the number of times she had to calm down an irate hubby because of bureaucratic BS he'd run into on a job.
"Yup! Cindy even got both the make-up artist and the hair stylist to show up on time. I couldn't believe it, that never happens. Everything went off without a hitch. After only four hours of shooting the guy from the ad agency said we had more than enough for the campaign he was working on and called it a wrap. Who am I to argue with a client," he joked.
"I'm so glad Cindy is working out. I was a little scared to vouch for her but I figured if she was anything like her mother she'd be conscientious and a good worker. I've known Laura since we were kids. She was always the older sister I never had and when she called and told me her daughter just graduated college and was interested in photography - well you had just lost your other assistant and..."
"And I thank you very much," he said picking up where his wife left off.
"Listen, I came straight home. I didn't even drop my equipment off at the studio. It's still in the car so we'll have to lock it up in the garage and take yours," he informed his confused wife.
"Where are we going?"
"I thought I'd take you out tonight so I made reservations at Plato's.
It was turning out to be quite a day for Alicia. First she gets invited to a party with her co-workers, then her husband surprises her by coming home early, and now they're going out to her favorite restaurant. No doubt there will also be some nooky at bedtime. Damn, she thought, it doesn't get much better than this.
A big smile stretched across her lovely face just before thanking her wonderful husband with a passionate kiss.
"Oh," she said quickly pulling their lips apart. "What time are the reservations?"
"Seven," he informed her.
"I've got to hurry and get in the shower," she said, pulling from his embrace.
"Me too," replied Dex. "I'll scrub your back if you'll scrub mine."
Now his smile was even wider than hers. They used to have a lot of fun in the shower together all the time but lately their schedules had been so far apart they hadn't done their duty to conserve water in ages.
"Last one in is a rotten egg," Alicia yelled as she took off, developing a good lead.
Once upstairs, Alicia made a beeline straight for shower and got the water running. While waiting for it to heat up she poked her head out of the bathroom door to see if Dexter was there yet...she didn't see him. Paying little attention to her surroundings, she strolled into the bedroom while unbuttoning her blouse. She had it almost undone when two hands reached around her from behind and gently started to remove the garment at the same time a pair of lips tenderly kissed her bare shoulder.
Alicia closed her eyes and pushed her head back against his shoulder. "Mmmm," she cooed while instinctively reaching behind his head to pull their lips together. She felt his hands reaching into her open blouse and cupping her breasts. "If we don't move this to the shower, we're never going to make dinner," she whispered.
They watched each other undress then stepped under the soothing waters. Dexter reached for her lavender scented body soap and squirted a generous amount in his palm. Gently his hands glided through the hills and valleys of his wife's smooth and slippery flesh.
She moaned and wooed and pressed her body against his, squirming around to work up a lather between them. In kind, Alicia grabbed her husband's body wash. She loved the feel of his muscular torso. She also loved the look of pure ecstasy on his face and how she could make his knees go weak as her deft fingers washed his cock and balls.
Together they worked one another into a sexual frenzy that could only be quelled one way. Alicia reached up and interlocked her fingers around his neck so they wouldn't slip. With a small hop she wrapped her legs around his waist and lowered herself until she felt the tip of his stiff rod poking through her welcoming hot spot.
As the cleansing waters cascaded down, Dexter held her by the hips and helped as she bounced up and down in the throes of passion.
Alicia could tell by the tone of his grunts that her lover was getting close...so was she. She tried to hold back just a few seconds longer but couldn't. Her body tensed and involuntarily she clenched him in a death grip.
The pulsating spasms of her internal walls sent him over the top. He grabbed her around the waist with one arm and stuck the other out to use the wall for support. His cries of ecstasy synchronized with those of his loving wife's.
***
"Honey, we don't have anything planned for a week from Saturday, do we?" Alicia asked as Dex was cutting into his steak.
"Next Saturday," he repeated while trying to think. "I don't think so, why? What'd you have in mind?"
"Well, the girls at the office are having a bachelorette party for Wendy and I'd like to go."
"Sure. I can't think of anything we have planned. See - weren't you telling me not long ago that you didn't think the girls in the office liked you? I doubt they would have invited you to a party if they didn't like you," he encouraged.
"Yeah, I was a little surprised to tell you the truth." She thought it was probably better to not tell her loving husband the real reason behind her invitation - they wanted her money for the stripper. "Unofficially we've been invited to the wedding too. Wendy said we should get the invitation sometime this week."
"Okay, sure," Dexter agreed. "When is that?"
"The last Saturday in June; I already marked it on the calendar at home. I hope we can make it."
Dexter savored the juicy flavor of his T-bone while he quickly thought of his upcoming agenda. "I'm sure I have nothing scheduled that weekend, honey. Remind me and I'll block it out on my work calendar as soon as we get home."
Alicia smiled; she had something else in mind as soon as they got home. Their little romp in the shower was just enough to wet her appetite for a night of some serious love making.
"Would it be okay if I reminded you tomorrow morning?" she asked with coy, little grin.
He picked up on her meaning immediately. That's why he was so confused later that night when they got home.
Alicia had reached up to help him off with his sport coat. "Honey, would you mind if we didn't make love tonight?"
She had been hinting about it all night. Hearing that she'd changed her mine was disappointed to say the least-until she followed up with—"Tonight I want you to fuck me...I want to be, 'taken,'" she said with a big grin.
"I can do that," he exclaimed.
Alicia squealed when her knight in shining armor swooped her up in his arms. She giggled as she threw her arms around his neck and cuddled into his chest. Once in the bedroom he set her down but told her not to move. A shiver of anticipation went up her spine and she made a tiny "Ooo," sound as he removed his tie and used it as a blindfold. They hadn't done anything like that in a long time. Her panties were now soaked with eagerness.
It only took seconds for Dexter to expose his wife's naked flesh from head to toe. He tossed her on the bed and a moment later, joined her wearing only a smile. Of course she couldn't see it.
Careful not to hurt her, he climbed on top and straddled her head. "Stick out your tongue," he commanded.
She obeyed and felt the tight skin of his rock hard cock slapping and rubbing against her taste buds. She inhaled the familiar musky aroma of her man as his love tool touched her throat. Her magic tongue performed overtime as Dexter worked his shaft in and out.
Knowing he couldn't hold out too long under his wife's oral assault, he moved southward. He was glad to return the favor with some oral stimuli but one look at her glistening pussy told him she was ready and waiting.
"Oh, God, yes," she cried as he pushed himself inside. He felt so damn good. Unconsciously her hips rose to meet his thrusts. She felt his hands pressing into the mattress at the sides of her head and instinctively reached up to wrap him in her building carnal delights.
She could feel his quickened pace and knew that he too was going to erupt into an intense coming together of soul and physical pleasures.
In unison, they bodies stiffened; their toes curled; and the house was filled with calls almost unworldly in nature. Alicia's nails dug deep into her spent husband's back as he collapsed on top her as gently as he could.
He tried to roll off of her but she kept him pressed to her body. "Honey," he said, still breathing hard. "Come on, hon, let me get off of you. I'm too heavy."
Reluctantly she loosened her grip and he rolled to one side.
"That was a great start," Alicia was able to choke out between gasps. "Give me just a minute and I'll start getting you ready for round number two."
And she did...and round number three. They finally drifted off to sleep about three a.m.
Both still had wide grins the following morning at breakfast.
"Honey, I'm supposed to remind you to block out time for Wendy's wedding."
"It's already done," he replied. "I also sent a text to Cindy to make sure she doesn't book anything before I get in to the office. It's all set, babe."
"Thanks, honey."
As she walked across the kitchen to give him a grateful kiss, it occurred to her what a wonderful husband he was. She was deliriously happy with their life together. She made sure he understood that when her little kiss of appreciation turned into a fervid, full-fledged, battle of the tongues, passionate expression of her undying love.
Her demonstration wasn't lost on him, either. As their lips finally parted he held her in his arms. "I love you, babe," he told her.
"I love you back," she replied.
On her way into work, Alicia stopped at an ATM. She wasn't worried about thirty-five dollars. Dex would never question such an insignificant amount so she had no problem using her debit card. She got her chance to pay up when she saw Sylvia in the break room with a couple of the other girls. She checked to make sure Wendy wasn't around before speaking.
"Syl, here's my money for the stripper," she said, approaching her co-worker with cash in hand.
"Thanks," said Sylvia, taking the money.
"Hey, Lees, you coming to Wendy's party?" asked Vicky, another secretary.
"Yeah, it sounds like fun," Alicia responded.
"Good, the more the merrier," chuckled another one of the girls.
For the next week, just the knowledge that she was going to the party seemed to ingratiate Alicia into the circle. Suddenly she had company on her coffee breaks. For the most part, Alicia thought the conversations were kind of silly but it was still nice mingling with members of the same sex.
The Thursday before the party she was asked to join the whole crew for lunch. She followed along as they all walked two blocks from the office and turned into one of the nicer restaurants.
"One more than usual," Sylvia told the hostess as they entered. The waiter found a seventh chair and immediately brought it to their table.
Vanessa instantly picked the topic of conversation as soon as they were all seated. "So, Wendy, tell us about your dress. Are you wearing white?"
"Of course," she responded with a giggle.
As everyone enjoyed a chuckle at the prospective bride's expense, Wendy went on to describe her dress, veil, shoes, and lingerie in detail. Honeymoon plans came next. There were plenty of oohs and aahs as everyone listened with their own degree of jealousy as Wendy described their two week fantasy in Hawaii.
As Wendy's soliloquy was coming to an end, Meredith directed the conversation toward the newcomer. "So, Alicia, I understand your husband is a photographer. What does he photograph - like weddings and things?"
Alicia was more than happy to pick up the slack, especially when it meant she could go into bragging mode. She was proud of Dexter and the work he did.
"No, Dex hates shooting weddings. He's done it for a couple of friends but he'd never do it for a living. Has anyone seen that big billboard on ninety-four at the Mannheim exit? The one of the girl's arm with that diamond studded watch?"
A couple of the girls indicated that had seen it.
"That's one of Dexter's shots, he's a commercial photographer. He works with advertising agencies, mostly. He has his own studio downtown but he also goes out to different locations a lot. Just last week he had to go to Michigan and shoot pictures for a women's clothing company."
"Oh, one of those kinds of photographers," sneered Meredith.
Everyone around the table looked questioningly at her as she went on.
"Don't you get jealous?"
"Jealous?" queried Alicia. "Oh, you mean because he works with models?"
"Well yeah; I know all about those guys. I had a friend in college who did some modeling. She said they were all a bunch of sex fiends and if she didn't put out she didn't get the job. She had to sleep with every photographer that hired her."
Suddenly the table fell silent. Everybody inwardly gasped at their friend's rudeness.
Alicia could feel her blood coming to a boil. All she wanted to do was stand up and bitch-slap the smug cunt, but that would surely get her excommunicated from the group for good. She tried to calm herself down and spoke almost in a monotone.
"Dexter is a very successful commercial photographer. The ad agencies are usually the ones that hire the models, and even when he does hire them, he is a loving and faithful husband. I trust him completely. He also treats his occupation with integrity and would NEVER," she raised her voice to emphasize that word, "dishonor his name, his reputation, or his profession like that."
"Yeah, Meredith, that college friend of yours was just simply a slut, that's all," Sylvia intervened, trying to lessen the tension.
Everyone nervously chuckled at Sylvia's remark. Everyone except Meredith, that is; she didn't think it was so funny but she let it go when she looked around the table and saw everyone's face. It wasn't hard to guess they didn't appreciate her catty remarks either.
As they all paid their bills and were getting ready to leave, Alicia was still angry over the dig at her husband. Maybe it's not such a bad thing to be left out of the group, she told herself as they all walked back to the office.
Later that afternoon, Sylvia and Vicki, another of the secretaries that was at lunch, came up to her desk.
"Lees, try not to take offense to what Meredith said today, please. She doesn't have any proof but she thinks Dave, her husband, is running around on her and...well, I guess she's just kind of down on all men right now," Sylvia said trying to apologize for her colleague.
"Oh, I didn't know that. Yeah, no offense taken," she responded.
Not long after that, Meredith herself came over to say she was sorry. Alicia wasn't really sure if she did it on her own or if she was pressured by the other girls but she sounded sincere so by the time she left that night, all was forgiven.



The following day, Alicia was again invited to lunch with the girls. Although there felt to be still a little tension in the air, conversation was light and fun. Alicia had a good time and thoroughly decided she would hold no grudge for Meredith's remarks.
As the day came to an end, all the girls congregated on their way to the parking lot. Sylvia, who was pretty much spearheading the whole party thing, wanted to make sure everyone knew when and where they were to be the following evening.
"Okay, does everyone have Vanessa's address?" Everyone confirmed. "Alright, seven-thirty at her place. Try not to be late."
"Oh this is going to be so much fun, thanks everybody. I really appreciate this," Wendy told them with excitement.
The following morning, Alicia was in a good mood when she awoke. She looked over at the sleeping figure beside her. She wanted to play but the poor man had been up half the night editing photos he'd taken earlier in the day. She watched as he metrically breathed in, then out again with just a hint of a tiny snore. She lightly caressed the side of his face with her fingers and decided she'd let him sleep.
Gently she threw the sheet to one side, hung her shapely legs over the side of the bed, and started to get up when she felt a pair of strong hands grab her from behind.
"Where do you think you're going," bellowed Dexter as he playfully pulled her back into bed.
Alicia laughed as she was surrounded by the arms of her lover. "I thought you were asleep," she stated with a chuckle.
Dexter didn't say anything. He just gave her a wicked, little smile and from the corner of her eye, she saw the tented sheet jump. Inwardly she had to laugh as the flinching sheet brought to mind Meredith's belief that all photographers were sex fiends. Maybe so, she thought, but this sex fiend is all mine.
Dexter prepared himself as Alicia slinked her way under the sheet and down to his tent pole. Before meeting his wife, Dexter was a young, good-looking photographer who had been on the receiving end of more than his share of blowjobs, but none ever compared to his wife's.
He closed his eyes and gasped as he felt her warm breath tantalize the tender skin of his scrotum. Her moist tongue started at the very bottom of his balls and slowly worked its way up his shaft, stopping just under the head to tease. She swirled and flicked and surrounded the tip of his dick before taking it all in her mouth.
Dexter always said she was ambidextrous. Some people can write with either hand. Some can rub their stomachs while they pat their heads, but Alicia could run her luscious lips up and down his shaft while actively working her tongue at the same time. The resulting euphoria was only one step from heaven as far as he was concerned.
With both hands, he clutched the sheets. His toes shot out straight and every nerve in his body was on fire with carnal rapture. He gritted his teeth and an animal-like growl emanated from the bottom of his throat.
"Ohhhh...Goddddddd," he grunted.
Alicia slowed so she could savor every ounce of his rich cum.
***
The day progressed as a pretty normal Saturday until later in the afternoon. Alicia wanted to look good for the party and decided to start primping early.
"Honey, do you mind if we just order a pizza for tonight? I really don't feel like cooking and I have to start getting ready for the party pretty soon."
"Party; what party? I have theater tickets for tonight."
Alicia turned in panic and looked into her wryly husband's face. He tried to keep a serious expression but couldn't. His playful chuckle and flashing eyes told the freaked out woman that her man was only kidding.
"Oh, Dex, you had me going. For a moment I really thought you'd forgotten."
"No, my dear, I didn't forget," he responded with a wide grin. "You want me to call it in, now?"
"Yeah, honey, that's probably a good idea. I'll have to jump into the shower pretty soon."
Dexter called to have their favorite finger food delivered and then put on a pot of coffee while Alicia went upstairs to decide what she was going to wear. By the time the delivery boy rang the bell she had her complete ensemble picked out and laying on the bed.
As they sat at the kitchen table enjoying the thinly crusted delight, Dexter could see the anticipation in his wife's eyes.
"This is important to you, isn't it, Lees."
"Yeah, I guess it is," she admitted with a slight sigh. "Remember the group of friends I had in college? We were the female version of the three musketeers. We did everything together." Her mind drifted back in time for a second while she reminisced. "I miss that...the comradery, I mean."
"Well I don't understand, you've never had a problem making friends. Why don't these girls seem to like you?"
"I don't know," she replied. "When I first started there everything was so new. I was anxious to learn. I guess I was just all business and didn't socialize much. They did ask me to lunch a couple times but I wanted to study so I turned them down. I think they all thought I was unfriendly. Sometimes the girls would be in the break room joking and laughing but as soon as I'd walk in the conversation would die down and before I knew it, they'd all get up and leave."
"I'm sure you're just imagining most of it, honey," Dex said, trying to reassure her.
"Dex, I've worked there for almost a year now and last Thursday was the first time they asked me to join them for lunch since I first started there."
"See, that's a start," he said with an upbeat hint in his voice. "They just have to get to know you, that's all."
"Yeah, that's what I think too and this is a chance to show them who I really am...away from work. I really do want to make a good impression."
"Just be yourself, sweetheart. There's no way anyone can resist that sparkling personality of yours."
"Thank you, darling. I intend to do just that—be myself and have fun."
"Well, if you have so much fun that you don't feel capable of driving home tonight, you call me. I'll come and pick you up - hear me."
"Yeah, I hear you," she answered with a grateful smile. "Well I'd better get into the shower and get ready," she said jumping up from the table. "I don't want to be late."
A little over an hour later, Dexter was in his home office going through some photos that needed editing when Alicia appeared and took a seductive pose against the door frame.
"How do I look?" she asked in her best Lauren Bacall imitation.
Dexter had to catch his breath as he glanced up from his computer screen to behold the ravishing creature standing before him. "Damn, honey, you look fantastic. Are you sure you don't have a hot date?"
"A date—with destiny!" she joked while bringing the back of her wrist to her forehead in Sarah Bernhardt fashion. They both laughed. "They're all younger than me. I just want to show them I'm not over the hill yet. Is it too much?"
"Nope, it's just enough," responded her proud hubby.
On the drive over she first stopped at the ATM and got forty bucks, then swung over to the liquor store for couple bottles of booze. The clerk was thrilled when she asked for her change in all singles. It was less for him to count at the end of his shift.
Alicia could already hear laughter as she approached party central and rung the bell.
"Lees," yelled Vanessa who had obviously been in the sauce already. "Come on in, we're just getting started."
So far in attendance was Wendy, the guest of honor, Sylvia, who had her cell phone out and was recording her arrival, and of course Vanessa, their host. Not far behind though were the others. Vicky, Mindy, and Meredith completed the entire secretarial pool from Johnson's Insurance Company.
At first, like any newcomer would, Alicia was feeling a little nervous. These girls were obviously good friends, all of them. She wanted in. She wanted to be accepted and have fun at work like they did.
In no time she learned where a lot of the amusement came from; Vanessa had an incredible repertoire of dirty jokes. Her husband was a salesman who had to be on the road most of the time. He would exchange jokes with his clients then come home and share the new ones with Vanessa.
The off-color punch lines were coming fast and furious. After the first half-an-hour Alicia's jaw was hurting from laughing so hard. About an hour into the party she was mellowing out and enjoying herself immensely. She had already told the only two dirty jokes she knew and got laughs with both of them.
As Alicia wandered over to the table of booze to mix drink number three, she was a little surprise at her herself; she was already starting to feel the effects of drinks one and two. Oh well, she told herself with a slight grin, this was what she'd been missing for so long. Most of her college friends were scattered over the countryside. Of course she and Dex had their friends but that was just it, they were THEIR friends. Alicia wanted some friends of her own and this was a fun bunch of girls...and...they finally seemed to be accepting her as a member of the pack. Gone are the lonely, boring days at work, she was sure of it. She took a swizzle stick and stirred her drink before taking a sip. So, she told herself as she strolled over to rejoin her new friends, if hubby has to come and get me, so-be-it.
Just as she sat down the doorbell rang. Vanessa jumped up and headed in the opposite direction.
"Wendy, would you get that for me. I have a rush call for the little girl's room," she said while walking toward bathroom. She stopped as soon as Wendy's back was turned and everyone quietly rose from their seats. Silently they all followed the unsuspecting girl as she opened the door. Sylvia had her cell phone poised to capture the surprise.
"Yes, officer?" Wendy had no idea why a cop would be standing at the door. She did notice he was awful cute though.
"Ma'am, are you having a party or something in there? Some of the neighbors are calling and complaining about the noise," he told her with authority in his voice.
"Oh, I'm so sorry," replied Wendy. "I didn't realize we were that loud. I promise we'll keep it down."
"I'm sorry but that won't be good enough," he stated as he stepped into the house and stood next to his victim. "I'm placing you under arrest for disturbing the peace. Please turn around and put your hands behind your back."
"What! No, I...I don't even live here...I...I..." in a panic she turned toward her friends looking for help. That's when she saw the snicker on everyone's face. "Alright, what's going on?"
Everyone broke out in laughter including Alicia.
Just then the good looking cop threw his hat into the living room, reached around the outside of the door to his hidden boom-box, and started the show. Wendy, finally realizing what was going on, put her hands to her face and screamed with delight.
Without missing a beat, the professional stripper followed everyone to where the chairs were all gathered in a circle. Each of the thrilled secretaries took their seats and watched as their sexy guest took center stage. Not wanting to miss anything, Sylvia propped her cell phone against a lamp and aimed it so she would catch the entire show.
Several drinks and dirty jokes had already loosened their tongues and they were all definitely in a party mood. Whoops, hollers, whistles, and yells filled the air as the imitation man in blue started peeling his clothes off in time to the music. With hips gyrating like a young Elvis, first came the gun belt. Expectations rose higher as holster and toy gun dropped to the floor.
Next came the shirt. As his nimble fingers started with the top button and worked their way down, the girls strained for a better glimpse of his manly chest. Slowly he teased, revealing more and more until fully exposing his acutely defined washboard abs and broad pectorals. Excited screams emanated from his admirers as he yanked the entire garment from his torso, waved it over his wavy, black hair and let it fly in the direction of the guest of honor. Wendy snatched it from the air and pulled it to her lap.
He was only a few minutes into his routine but already had pulses racing as he reached down and pulled the tear-away trousers off in one quick motion.
More high-pitched screams filled the sexually charged environment as all eyes focused on the bulge in his g-string. Immediately, outreached hands started stuffing dollar bills into the tiny piece of remaining cloth.
"Shake that ass," yelled a panting Mindy. "Shake that ass."
Vicky followed, "Take it off; take it all off."
Stimulated with alcohol, Inhibitions were dropping like a rock as the devilish music worked its Voodoo-like magic. A wicked energy grew in momentum and not a pair of panties remained dry as the young man provocatively danced from woman to woman, bumping and grinding his package within inches of their faces.
Singles turned into fives and tens as the girls tried to persuade the entertainer to shed his last vestiges of modesty. As he made his way to Sylvia, she could stand it no longer. Unadulterated cries of euphoria shook the rafters as she reached out with both hands and tugged the tiny piece of fabric down to his knees. Eyes popped as the large phallus sprang from its black, rhinestone studded sheath and reached upward with pride.
His agency had a strict policy about complete nudity and touching. Their rules would dictate that he stop the show immediately but it wasn't the first time it had happened and he knew without question that he would be getting a blow-job before he was done.
"Okay, you wanted to see it, now do something with it," he told her.
"Suck it—suck it," they all yelled as the tip of his cock touched Sylvia's lips. Somewhat apprehensively she stuck out her tongue and flicked it around the head.
"Come here, big boy, let me taste that thing," hollered Wendy. She reached around with both hands, grabbed the cheeks of his ass, and pulled him into her mouth.
Alicia watched with amazement. He was pretty big. Not like porn-star big, but bigger than normal—certainly bigger than Dexter. How did she get that whole thing in her mouth like that, she wondered?
"Hey, come on, Wendy don't hog it all to yourself," scolded Vicki.
It was like a feeding frenzy as each woman was taking a turn. Suddenly a mesmerized Alicia found herself staring at the hard cock as it approached.
"Come on, Lees, bet you can't take it all," challenged Meredith.
She hadn't counted on this. Never in her wildest imagination did she think she would be expected to cheat on her husband. As she concentrated on her dilemma everything seemed to stop. The pounding music, the excited banter of the others all faded into the background. The only thing she was conscious of was the unfamiliar penis beckoning to her. A troubled voice in her head emerged. What are you doing, she asked herself? You have a wonderful loyal husband at home. You can't do this—but...but what will the girls think if I don't take a turn? The whole idea of coming to the party was to become part of the group. She'd been having so much fun. She didn't want to take a chance of losing her new friends again and It...well it's...it's not really like cheating—not really; it's all in good fun...right?
A slight parting of her lips was the only invitation he needed. Alicia closed her eyes as she felt the youthful stiffness pass through her lips and glide along her tongue until it touched the back of her throat.
Again she became aware of the others as they laughed when she gagged. Embarrassed, she quickly pulled her head away.
"Come here, officer," she heard Mindy say. "I'll show her how it's done."
Alicia was relieved when he turned and danced his way to a new set of waiting lips, but she realized the reprieve was momentary. He was making his way around again.
Alicia watched as she struggled with her conscience. He was getting closer. Soon he would be standing in front of her again. She saw no reluctance on the part of any of the others. They were intoxicated with a lustful pack mentality as they eagerly showed off their oral skills for the contented young man.
By the time he made it back to her for a second try, Alicia had made up her mind. She knew she would wrestle with the guilt but the only people who would know of her betrayal were in the room and they were every bit as guilty as she was. No one could blab, which meant none of the husbands would ever know.
"Come on, Lees, show us all how to do it," someone coached from the group.
She wrapped her fingers around the base of his manhood and guided him in, but he was too big for her to take it all. Again she wondered how Wendy managed to deep throat him. She felt his hand on the back of her head lightly trying to coax her to take more but she had all she could take. Her tongue engaged as she moved back and forth, forcing herself a little more than half-way up the shaft before retreating again.
She probably had him in her mouth for a little over thirty seconds, but for Alicia it seemed like hours. As soon as she pulled off he danced his way toward Sylvia to start round three.
By the time he was approaching again, guilt had already invaded Alicia's conscience but she knew it was something she'd just have to live with. There was nothing she could do about it now, the deed was done-she might as well try to enjoy herself and show the girls her technique.
Alicia softly fondled his balls as she pursed her lips around the youthful cock. Slowly and sensually she started to work on the young stud. She was just developing a rhythm when an over excited Wendy ran over, dropped to her knees, and started pumping the engorged steel rod while it was still in Alicia's mouth.
"Aaah, I'm going to cum," announced the happy performer.
Hearing that, Alicia panicked. She pressed both hands against his bronzed thighs and pushed as she jerked her head back, but she wasn't quite fast enough. With all the force that only youth can provide, he splattering her face and lips with gobs of thick, white cum.
No one even noticed the horrified expression she wore as Alicia dashed for the restroom; they were too involved watching Wending hungrily cleaning the slimy object of their desires.
Salty revelations of disgust and shame overflowed from her eyes as Alicia locked herself behind the bathroom door. Frantically she grabbed a washcloth from the rack and ran it under the tap. After several minutes of vigorous scrubbing, she was finally convinced her skin was free from the evidence of her infidelity; if she could only scrub her soul as clean, she thought as she looked at herself in the mirror of the medicine cabinet.
Alicia's skin may have been clean but she could still smell the pungent order of his sex on her breath. She opened the medicine cabinet and found a bottle of mouthwash. Quickly she removed the top and took a swig, swirled it around and spit it out into the sink before sitting down on the toilet where she quietly wept.
It was several minutes before she heard a knock at the door.
"Lees, are you okay?"
It was Sylvia. She had to pull herself together. She couldn't let her friends see her like this.
"Yeah," she answered. "I'll be right out." She checked in the mirror. She looked awful. Her eyes were all red and puffy from washing so hard and she had no make-up left. Her purse was in the living room so there was no way to even spruce up before facing everyone.
Quickly she thought of a little white lie.
Sylvia was still at the door when she emerged from the bathroom. "Lees, have you been crying?"
Alicia was pleasantly surprised to see the object of her downfall had already scooped up his money and was gone.
"No, of course not. Some of that spunk got in my eyes. I don't know what that guy eats but it burned like hell," she chuckled. All she wanted to do was get the heck out of there but couldn't; she had to stay long enough to help with the cleanup. Just as she had resigned herself to staying until the end of the party, Mindy saved the day.



"Well, girls, I hate to break this up but Mark and I have early Mass tomorrow. Is there something I can do to help clean up before I leave?" she asked, looking at Vanessa.
Everyone looked at each other. Now that the entertainment was over anything else they had planned seemed anticlimactic.
"Yeah, I should really get going too," commented Vicki.
Alicia saw her chance. "Me too. Dex and I have a ton of things to do tomorrow. We really need to get an early start. What can we do to help you clean up, Vanessa?"
"Well—I guess the party's over," quipped their host. "There's really not that much to clean. If you girls would just help me with the chairs, I can take care of everything else. Terry doesn't get home until tomorrow night so I'll have plenty of time to get everything done tomorrow."
She was right, there wasn't that much to do but everyone pitched in to help anyway. In another half an hour everyone was on their way home.
It was ten o'clock. Thank God, thought Alicia. She never said how late she'd be but she knew he wasn't expecting her home that early. She had time...time to come to grips with what had happened. She needed time to try and shed the insurmountable guilt she felt before facing Dexter. For her, there was no doubt that one look and he would know immediately that something was wrong. She wondered if the redness and puffiness around her eyes had gone down yet. That reminded her she also had to reapply her make up.
Up ahead she spotted a familiar Denny's restaurant sign. She found a two-man booth along the wall and ordered coffee. As she sat there she felt like crying again but was able to hold back. Okay, it's done—I did it once but never again, she told herself...never, ever again!
Alicia was scared to death to go home. She just knew that her sins were written all over her face for her husband to read. I've got to act natural, she told herself. One look at me and he's going to know...he's going to know what I did. All the way home in the car, never again, became Alicia's mantra.
It was just shy of midnight when she walked through the door.
Dexter had fallen asleep on the couch but woke up as soon as he heard her come in. "Hey, there's my party girl, how did it go?"
"It was fun," she replied.
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. That Vanessa knows more jokes than a nightclub comedian. She kept everybody in stitches all night. What are you watching?" she asked, trying to change the subject.
"Ah, oh I don't know-I don't even remember. I fell asleep so whatever it was must not have been very good," he chuckled.
The troubled wife had an uncontrollable urge. Without saying a word, she sat down next to her unknowing spouse and gave him a big hug while resting her head on his chest. She felt the warmth and safety of his arm as it reached around and pulled her tighter into an embrace.
"Would you mind if we went to bed and just cuddled tonight. I'm pretty tired but I want to feel you close to me," she told him. "I want to fall asleep with you holding me."
And that's what they did. It took a while, but Alicia finally slipped into dreamland while comfortably wrapped in her mate's arms.
All day Sunday, she kept busy working around the house. Only time would help now—time to forget, time to forgive herself.
Driving to work, Monday morning, she couldn't make up her mind how she felt. She thought getting back to a demanding work routine would help her forget...but then her new found friends would be there to share her shame; even if they didn't verbalize it, they all knew what they had done.
"Hi Lees." Vanessa was the first to see her as she walked in and took her seat.
They exchanged pleasantries but Monday mornings were always busy and none of the secretaries had much of a chance to socialize until lunch. Up till that point, if she still had any doubts of being accepted into the group, they were dispelled when they all stopped by her desk on the way to the restaurant.
"Hurry up, Lees," was the friendly reminder from Sylvia. They only had an hour. The chatter started as soon as they were all seated with menus.
"Ummm, this looks good," Vanessa said while pointing to at an item on the menu. "Stripper cop ala cum."
Alicia couldn't believe how nonchalant everyone was as they all broke out in laughter. Did they have no shame, she wondered?
"God, wasn't he cute," added Mindy.
"Yeah," Vicki replied, "and his nightstick wasn't bad either."
That, of course, brought more laughter.
Sylvia reached down and pulled her phone from her purse. "Let's see here," she said out loud while looking at something on the screen. "Yup, at least seven inches...maybe even eight," she chuckled.
That started a couple necks craning to one side for a better view of what she was looking at.
Wendy was sitting next to her and was the first to get a glimpse at what Sylvia was watching. "Oh, that's right," she exclaimed. "You taped it. Let me see," she said while reaching for the phone.
Alicia was appalled. "You taped it?" she almost screamed.
"Of course. I want to relive the experience as they say."
"Damn, he was cute. I think my panties were wet before he even got in the door," remarked Wendy with a big smile.
"Here, let me see," requested Meredith taking it right out of Wendy's hand. Her eyes were still glued to the screen as the waiter came to the table. She quickly turned the phone face down while everyone ordered, but as soon as he left, Meredith picked it back up and couldn't wait to resume watching the small screen.
"Pass it around, let everyone see it," requested Sylvia.
Alicia watched a small portion but unlike the other girls who were delighted with their own performances, she was appalled as she watched herself take the young man into her mouth. From the angle it was shot, it almost looked like she purposely pushed him away so she could get a facial. She quickly passed it on. "Sylvia, you're going to delete that I hope."
"Why? Who's going to see it except us? Relax, Lees," Sylvia responded.
"Sylvia, if my husband saw that I'd be in big trouble. We'd all be in trouble."
The other girls looked at Sylvia as it dawned on them that Alicia was right.
"Oh don't get all your panties in a bunch. I'm going to delete it, but if you're worried about somebody seeing it, forget it. The only person who could possibly see it would be my husband and in all the years I've had my own cell phone, I don't think Manny's ever even touched it. The company he works for supplies him with his own phone."
"Just the same," interjected Mindy, "Lees is right. If Mark ever got wind of what went on I'd be sitting in divorce court, no doubt about it."
"Okay, okay. I won't keep it on there for long so you girls better get you fill now," she chuckled.
For the rest of the hour the phone sat on the table so it was available for anyone who wanted to pick it up and watch more. Alicia was the only one who left it alone.
It took a couple of weeks before Alicia could get through the day without a good case of the guilts. Memories of having another's man cum shooting all over her face still haunted her but as time passed she was doing a better job of living with the shame. By the time the end of June rolled around, she had pretty much pushed it out of her mind completely.
***
Manny sat patiently sipping a cup of coffee at the kitchen table while waiting for his wife. Jennifer, their six year old, was watching her Saturday morning cartoons in the living room and Sylvia was still upstairs getting ready—after all, she was one of the bride's maids, she had to look her best.
She glanced at the clock on her dressing table. They still had to drop Jennifer off at the in-laws on the way to the wedding and time was getting short. Nervously, she grabbed her brush for one last attempt to make sure every hair was perfectly placed.
Manny had just left his wife and couldn't get over how gorgeous she looked all dressed up. She hadn't looked that beautiful since our own wedding, he thought. As he got up to put his coffee cup in the sink he had an idea...a selfie of the two of them. Oh sure, there'd be a photographer at the wedding but he wanted to show her off to the guys at work on Monday.
The camera in his cell phone was really bad. Sylvia's was much better. He knew from when his wife sent him a picture now and then, that he'd get a much better image by taking the picture with her phone then texting it to his, rather than if he took the photo with his own camera.
Her purse was right where she always left it, on the kitchen counter by the door to the garage. Manny dug her phone from the handbag and set it to camera. When he did a strip of thumbnails from the last time the camera was used, automatically opened at the bottom of the screen. The last one caught his eye. What the hell, he thought; this must be the bachelorette party she went to.
Being a normal, curious male, he wasn't about to pass on a chance to see what really goes on at those things so he hit the "play" button. The first couple minutes of the video showed the various women arriving. Manny hadn't met most of them and was interested to see what his wife's co-workers looked like. Not bad, he said to himself a couple of times.
He fast-forwarded through most of the female chatter but would stop and back up when he saw them all laughing so he could hear the jokes. He was actually getting bored and was just about to turn it off-then it got interesting. He watched as the cop at the door was about to place Wendy under arrest. He was chuckling to himself when...
"Okay, everyone, I'm ready," announced Sylvia as she descended the stairs.
"Shit," he quietly muttered under his breath...and just when it was getting good, he thought. He wondered why Sylvia never said anything about the cops showing up.
"You're pretty, mommy," Jennifer said, looking up from the couch.
"I second that," Manny said while slipping the phone into his suitcoat pocket. Watching more of the perils of Wendy would have to wait awhile.
Sylvia thanked the two important people in her life, grabbed her purse and they were off to a wedding.
As soon as they got to the church, Sylvia was hustled away to help the bride get dressed. Before Manny even had time to think, he was volunteered to help decorate some of the cars for the drive between the church and the banquet hall. Of course, in order to announce the couple's joyous nuptials to as many Chicagoans as possible, the procession would take a very circuitous route.
It was a textbook day for a wedding. The sun shone through a bright blue sky and the temperature was perfect for wearing a suit; not too hot, not too cold.
A couple times, Manny looked up from his duties and recognized one of the ladies from the video as they entered the church with husbands in tow. He noticed Alicia right away. He thought she was the best looking out of all the women he saw—next to his own wife, of course.
By the time the cars were finished it was time to get seated for the main event. A young man ushered Manny to his seat. It was a good fifteen minutes before the music cued the parade of tuxedos to start down the red carpeted aisle, each with a beautiful bride's maid on his arm.
Moments after everyone had taken their place on stage, the familiar first chords of 'The Wedding March' rang from the huge organ and all heads turned toward the back of the church.
Dressed in the purity of white, Wendy was the picture of virtue and innocence as she took the arm of her father and was proudly escorted to her betrothed.
"I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride."
Another one bites the dust, Manny quietly thought to himself.
As soon as the ceremony was over, Manny told his wife he'd wait for her outside. He knew she'd be posing for pictures and be awhile.
Sylvia saw Alicia and asked if she and Dexter would keep her hubby company until they were done with the photographer. Alicia, still wanting to please, said no problem. She and patient hubby went over to introduce themselves.
"Manny?"
"Yes," he said, turning to see who was asking. He recognized her right away but obviously didn't want her to know how nosey he was so he let her take the lead.
"I'm Alicia; I work with your wife. This is my husband, Dexter."
"How do you do," he said shaking both their hands. "I'm guessing my wife asked you to come over and keep me company?"
They all chuckled a little.
"It sounds like you know her very well," Alicia teased.
"Yeah, well...she was only eighteen when we were married—that was almost nine years ago," he informed them. "Dexter-you're the photographer...right?"
"Yeah," he responded a little surprised. "I have a studio downtown."
"That's really neat. I wish I'd gotten into something like that. I'm a line supervisor for Westley's Foam Core. The pay's okay but it's boring as hell."
"No kidding; I use your stuff a lot for displays," replied Dex.
As they talked another member from the bachelorette party joined them.
Alicia introduced Vanessa to the two men then asked about her husband.
"Don't even mention that S.O.B. to me," she retorted. "He's on some big sales call in Minneapolis. He promised he'd be back for this, damn it. Yesterday he called me from the airport saying he was on his way. The next thing I know he's calling back, saying one of the techs didn't understand something and if he didn't go back the whole sale could fall through."
"Oh, Vanessa, I'm so sorry," Alicia sympathized.
"Yeah," Manny interjected. "I'm sure he's not very happy about things either."
"Oh I know," Vanessa conceded. "He promised to make it up to me. He doesn't know it yet, but this is costing him two weeks in Hawaii for our next vacation."
That brought a chuckle from everyone and led to more conversation regarding a range of different topics. Before they all knew it, Sylvia was standing by her husband's side.
Once the formal pictures were out of the way, everyone headed for the banquet hall. It would be more alone time for Manny since Sylvia would be required to stand in the receiving line. Leaving her at the door, Manny walked in to find their table. Good deal, he thought as he saw the place tags, Dexter and Alicia would also be sitting at the same table. He looked around and saw they were socializing with some others he recognized from the video...the video! He'd almost forgotten all about it.
He was the only one at the table so far and he really was curious to see what happened to Wendy at the party. He sat down and checked one more time to make sure no one was around or looking over his shoulder before hitting the "play" button again.
As soon as the video started he saw the cop throw his hat into the living room. "What the hell," he mumbled. "He's a stripper? They hired a fucking stripper," he whispered to himself. Sylvia forgot to mention that little detail, he thought.
He checked again to make sure he was alone then continued to watch with an irritated interest. Shit, he told himself, look at the bulge he's got, he must have a sock in there, he quipped inwardly.
That was just about the time his wife satisfied her curiosity. Manny made an audible gasp as he saw Sylvia pull the stripper's G-string down. His mouth dropped open as he looked on with disbelief. It was like watching a car crash; it was terrible to see but he couldn't tear his eyes from the scene.
Around and around the happy, young stud pranced getting his big, hard cock sucked by all present. Manny was no longer concerned with whether there were people around or not; he was furious! "SON OF A..." he loudly proclaimed just as everyone from the receiving line was entering. He looked straight at his wife and finished his sentence..."BITCH!"
She looked at him in horror. She had no idea what was wrong but his behavior was inexcusable. "Manny," she yelled back. "What is wrong with you?"
The outburst caught the attention of several, including Dexter. He had just reached the table and was about to try and calm down his new friend.
"What's wrong with me? This is what's wrong with me!" he shouted while gesturing with the phone. He felt Dexter's hand on his shoulder.
"Manny, Manny, calm down, man, calm down. What's the problem?"
He turned to the would-be soothing influence. "Here, Dexter, you want to see what's wrong? You ever see your wife in action sucking some stripper's cock. Here...here you go," he said turning up the volume and shoving the phone into Dexter's hand. "See for yourself."
"Oh no," cried Sylvia. She could hear the girls hooting in the video and finally realized what her husband was looking at. Her knees weakened and instantly her eyes flooded with tears.
Alicia looked at her friend and also knew exactly what was going on. Inwardly she was seething. This was precisely what she was afraid of. Why didn't the bitch delete it when they all asked her to?
Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion as she watched Dexter take the phone. There was no way she could keep him from seeing what she'd done now.
Dexter was so concerned with trying to subdue a bad situation, Manny's words hadn't registered right away. He scanned the screen and identified his significant other. There was someone's cock only an inch or so in front of her face. Suddenly his brain started to focus as the cock slipped easily through her lips. He looked over and glared at Alicia with fire and brimstone shooting from his eyes. He glanced down at the screen again just as the rock hard penis shot cum all over his wife's face.
Alicia didn't know what to do. There was nothing she COULD do; nothing she could say that would ease the pain and anger she knew he was feeling. She stood there, completely unaware of her surroundings. She must have said she was sorry a thousand times before realizing she had to actually open her mouth and say the words for him to hear her.
"Dexter, I'm sorry, I...we...it..." she tried to apologize but the words wouldn't come out—maybe because there were no words. How do you say you're sorry for defiling the most sacred of vows between husband and wife?
Angered by such outrages behavior on the most important day of his life, the groom was now about to get into the act. Standing beside him, Wendy grabbed his arm in an attempt to keep him from discovering what a slut she had been. "Aaron, don't."
He pulled his arm from her grasp and took long strides toward the irate man who was making all the trouble. Right behind him was his anxious bride. "What the fuck, man, this is my wedding!" he half shouted as he reached the table to face down the agitator.
"Ah yes, Aaron, the groom," Manny remarked, now malicious in his demeanor. "We can't forget you now, can we. Here," he said taking the phone back from Dexter and handing it to the young man," take a look at what your new wife does when you're not around."
Not married for more than an hour, he looked at the small screen and saw his new bride on her knees, ravenously cleaning a spent cock. "What th..." he looked up just as a tear broke free of his lower lid and rolled down his cheek.
"Honey, it...it was my bachelorette party. We...we were all drunk...it...it just all got out of hand," she tried to explain.
Dexter had, had enough. He reached into his wallet and pulled out a business card. "Manny, would you email a copy of that to the address on this card, please?"
Manny took the card and said he'd do it immediately.
Dexter then took Alicia, not too gently, by the arm. "Come on, the party's over," he flatly stated.
Some of the other guys heard the familiar voices on the video. They knew their wives also attended Wendy's bachelorette party and started to congregate around Manny as Dexter led his terrified wife from the scene.



Dexter's paces were long and deliberate. Alicia had to almost run in her high heels just to keep up. She waited until they were on their way before her first attempt at any communication.
"Dexter, I...I don't know what to say."
"That makes two of us," he countered. "Let's just not say anything. I'm really not in the mood to talk right now."
Alicia had never seen him so angry, not at her anyway. She knew better than to press him. In spite of how badly she wanted to continue saying she was sorry, she kept quiet for the entire ride home.
Once inside the house, Dexter pulled a beer from the fridge, loosened his tie and top collar button, then sat down at the kitchen table. His mind had been in overdrive all the way home. He thought about all the free time his wife had while he was working late at the studio or staying overnight at some location shoot.
Alicia was sitting at the opposite end of the table just waiting. He seemed almost calm at the moment but she was expecting him to explode any minute. What she wasn't expecting was his first question.
"How long?"
She was confused. "How Long? I...I'm sorry, I don't understand."
"How long has this been going on," he snapped. "How long have you been cheating on me?"
She hadn't even considered he would think there were other times. Surely he must know this was a one-time thing. "Honey, I...I've never cheated on you other than that one time at the party. You have to believe that. It was just that one t..."
"Well I don't believe that, Alicia. I saw the tape, remember? I would think if it was your first time there would have been at least some hesitation on your part, but there wasn't. I saw you. You had no problem opening up and letting that asshole stick his cock half way down your throat."
"No, no, that was..." she tried to interject but Dexter wasn't finished talking yet.
"Then he tells you he's coming and you take it all over your face like an old pro. It sure didn't look like a one-time thing to me. It looked like something you're used to doing. Is that why it was so important to become a member of that group of whores?"
His words were slicing her heart into pieces. She had her face buried in her hands, crying. This can't be happening, she thought. How can he think that? He has to know it was that one and only time. "Please, please, Dexter, you can't really believe I've been cheating like that. It... it..." her sobs prevented her from being able to say more.
Dexter listened to her plea. He took no joy in seeing his wife in her sorrow but he was also hurting. "I saw nothing on that tape that would back up your claim, Alicia...nothing."
He sat quietly for a few moments listening to his wife's crying and decided he had to get out of there. "Alicia, I know you're hurting right now. You feel bad because you got caught and because you got caught you know you've hurt me and I'm sure that was never your intention."
"No, no, Dexter, I'm so sorry..."
He interrupted her again. "That really doesn't help, though, Lees. I don't think you know how much you've hurt me. I don't think you have any idea. If it was a one-time thing like you claim, then you should've come to me; you should have told me about it.
"That's something else that makes me think this was not the only time, Lees. If you had told me right up front what happened I wouldn't have liked it but I would have forgiven you. But no, you didn't do that. You not only cheated, you hid it from me—you and your so called new friends all kept it as your dirty little secret. On top of the infidelity you were deceitful. You knew up front they were going to have a stripper there, didn't you. You didn't think to mention it to me though, did you. You gave the guy a blow-job but didn't think to mention that either, did you. So how do you expect me to believe you when you tell me this was the only time it's ever happened...ugh?"
"Dexter, I swear..."
"Sorry, Alicia; right now there's nothing you can say that'll make me believe you."
The distraught wife sobbed even harder but Dexter stood his ground.
"I need time to think and I can't do it here. I'm going to pack some things and go stay at the studio for a while."
"No, oh no, Dexter, please...please stay with me, don't leave me, please," she begged.
"I can't, Lees. Not right now. I need time to myself. I have a lot of thinking to do and I need to be alone."
She was still sitting at the kitchen table when he came down the stairs with his suitcase. He stopped at the front door. "Give me some time, Lees. I'll call you in two or three days but please don't call me first."
"Dexter, I love you," she shouted as he walked out.
"I love you too," he said quietly as he got into his car.
For the rest of the weekend, Dexter and her marriage problems never left Alicia's thoughts. She didn't sleep a wink Saturday night. She constantly berated herself, asking why she didn't have the courage to just pass when the stripper came over to her. She knew it was wrong; knew it would almost kill her husband if he ever found out and she did it anyway. In hindsight she should passed on the blowjob then told him what happened when she got home. Of course hindsight is twenty-twenty and that opportunity was now gone forever.
When Monday morning rolled around, Alicia had gotten only three or four hours of sleep all weekend and sure as hell didn't feel like going to work but she needed something to take her mind off her problems. What she really wanted to do was call Dexter and say she was sorry until he forgave her but she would honor his request and wait for his call. So-work seemed like as good a distraction as anything.
The first thing Alicia noticed when she arrived was how quiet it was...very unusual, especially for a Monday morning. She looked down the row of secretary's cubicles but they all looked empty. Then she saw a glimpse of Vanessa's elbow.
"Are we the only ones here," she asked.
Vanessa peeked her head around the divider to see who was speaking then immediately stood and motioned for Alicia to come over. "Are you alright?" she asked in a hushed tone.
"No, not really," she replied with moisture already building in her eyes. "Dexter spent the weekend at the studio. I'm scared; I've never seen him like this."
"I'm so sorry, Lees. I can't believe Sylvia didn't delete that damn video. Geez, what a mess. And to think I was so pissed off at Terry for missing the wedding; if he'd been there I'd be in the same situation as everybody else."
Secretly Alicia was angry that Vanessa was going to get off scott free. She knew she shouldn't feel like that but she couldn't help it; after all, she was just as guilty as the rest of them. It wasn't fair.
"It really hit the fan after you guys left," continued Vanessa. "Both Vicki's and Mindy's husbands went over to Manny just as you were leaving. Vicki's husband didn't say much but you could see the anger in his face. I felt sorry for Mindy though. Mark started screaming at her right there in front of everyone. Meredith's husband had been in the bathroom. It was a free-for-all by the time he came out.
Alicia wondered about the bride and groom. They were supposed to go to Hawaii for their honeymoon. "What about Aaron and Wendy?" she asked.
"Oh God, I don't know. I thought their parents were going to come to blows. I didn't hear it, but I think Aaron's dad called Wendy a whore or something. Her dad was screaming at him. I was sure they were going to get into a fist fight.
"I don't know what's going to happen with Aaron and Wendy. The last I saw, Aaron took the rings off her finger and she ran into one of the other rooms, crying. Her mother was headed in there to be with her when I left."
"Jesus, what a fiasco," expressed Alicia.
"Yeah," agreed Vanessa. "It was all just supposed to be in good fun." She thought back to the party for a second. "I guess we did kind of get carried away," she said, more to herself than to Alicia.
"Girls, may I see you both in my office, please."
Together, Alicia and Vanessa looked up and were startled to see Mr. Johnson, the boss, summoning them. They were a little apprehensive but had no choice.
"Sit down, ladies," he said, gesturing to a couple of leather chairs in front of his desk. "Now, I want to know what's going on. Out of seven secretaries only the two of you bothered to show up today. Are the rest having some kind of strike or something?"
The two girls looked at each other. Vanessa had seniority so she spoke up. "No, sir, nothing like that; it ah, well there was some trouble at Wendy's wedding."
"What kind of trouble?"
"Ah, well it's...it didn't have anything to do with work."
"Uh huh; well if it didn't have anything to do with work then why is nobody else here? Wendy had two weeks off for her honeymoon. I had to hire a temp for her, but unless someone forgot to tell me something, everyone else was supposed to be here this morning."
Alicia could see Mr. Johnson wasn't about to stop the interrogation until he knew why none of the other secretaries showed. "We had a bachelorette party for Wendy a few weeks ago. It kind of got out of hand and our husbands saw a tape of it at the wedding. They're all pretty angry," she told him.
"I see," he replied with a sigh. "Vanessa, since you've been here the longest you'll be my secretary until Sylvia comes back—if and when that happens," he added. Your first duty is to get ahold of the temp service we use and get us some more secretaries, pronto. You should be able to find the number in Sylvia's card file. The one I got for Wendy should be here any minute. Get her situated first then come back here so we can go over things. Alicia, you'll continue to work with Tom."
"Yes, sir," she responded.
***
Dexter also had a bad weekend. He got about the same amount of sleep as his wife. He wanted to believe her when she said it was only that one time but how do your force yourself to believe something you don't really believe. Honestly, he didn't know what to believe.
He had never even considered Alicia to be the type of wife who would cheat on him, but now that he knew she was, all he could think of was how much free time she had. She never was the clingy kind. She always seemed to understand that for him to be successful he sometimes had to put in long hours; even spend the night out of town once in a while...
He always thought of her as being an understanding wife but now, as he looked back, he wondered if she used that time to see other men...maybe that's why she was so damn understanding!
It's a terrible thing—doubt; once you get it, it's almost impossible to get rid of it.
As soon as Cindy, Dexter's assistant, walked in Monday morning, she knew something was wrong. Her boss lacked the big smile and jovial attitude he usually had. She didn't want to pry so she said nothing.
Dexter concentrated on what had to be done and it turned out to be a productive day. As soon as it was over though, thoughts of his marital issues consumed him again.
He also had to do something about his living quarters. The studio had a shower in the dressing room, and a microwave and coffee maker but he was sleeping on a chaise lounge that he picked up as a prop for a series of lingerie shots he did a few months earlier. It worked great as a prop but fell far short as a bed.
All Monday night, Alicia waited anxiously for Dexter's call. She was almost out of her mind with worry. At least a dozen times, she had started dialing his number but stopped and talked herself out of it. When he hadn't called by midnight she went to bed and cried herself to sleep.
The following day, Mr. Johnson summoned Vanessa into his office and informed her that both Mindy and Vicki had phoned and said they'd be at work on Wednesday. He also told her Sylvia called and said her husband wouldn't let her work there anymore; she was officially quitting. So far he hadn't heard anything from Meredith and he presumed Wendy was on her honeymoon and would return in two weeks. Vanessa doubted that but hoped it was true. As soon as Vanessa left the boss' office she ran right to Alicia with the news.
Later that night Alicia's heart almost stopped when Dexter called to inform her that he had moved into an Extended Stay motel and was coming over to pick up some more clothes. She saw it as the beginning of the end for their marriage. At first she flopped herself on the bed and started to bawl all over again.
She really did love Dexter. She loved his passion and positive outlook on life. She loved his sense of humor and how he could always make her laugh, even when she didn't want to. She loved the way his mouth turned up on the one corner when he smiled and she worshiped the love she saw in his eyes every time he looked at her. She couldn't picture her life without him.
Somehow I have to do something, she told herself...and laying around feeling sorry for myself isn't going to accomplish anything. She needed to fight, fight for her marriage, fight for her man. Somehow she had to convince him she had never cheated on him before the party. That would at least be a start.
She jumped in the shower, dressed in some casual clothes, and was just finishing with a little make-up when the doorbell rang.
"This is still your house, Dexter. Why did you ring the bell?"
"I don't know, it didn't seem right to just walk in," he replied.
He started for the stairs but Alicia had her own agenda. She was losing him, she knew it. She was desperate and was willing to take a chance—a big chance. "Dexter, before you do that, can we talk?"
He hesitated for a second before answering. "Let me get my stuff, then I'll come down and we can talk."
She took the time to make them both coffee and had it waiting for him.
Dexter sat at the kitchen table and took a sip of the black nectar. He really didn't have much more to say. He'd said it all earlier. Now it was just a case of making a decision, as far as he was concerned.
"Dex, at the reception I heard you tell Manny to email you a copy of that tape, did he do it?"
"Yeah, it's in my inbox."
"Have you looked at it yet?" she asked.
"No. I really don't need to see more. I've seen enough."
Alicia remembered when the stripper first stood in front of her. She was gambling that the video caught her reaction. Hell, he'd already seen the worst part, what did she have to lose. "Dexter, I want you to watch it from the beginning."
"Why?"
"You said you saw when the stripper shot cum all over my face. That was at the very end. I only saw a few seconds of the recording. Sylvia had it at lunch that Monday but I was too ashamed to watch it. You said you thought I cheated on you before because I didn't hesitate, but I did...I remember; the first time he came around to me. I was the last one. Everyone else had already had his cock in their mouth by the time he got to me. I know it's not much but I did hesitate. I'm hoping you'll be able to see that clearly on the video."
Dexter took in a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. "I don't know, Alicia, I'm really not interested in watching more of you sucking that guy's cock."
"You need to watch it, Dexter. You really need to see the whole thing. At the end you'll notice I'm no longer in the chair when Wendy is on her knees, cleaning him off; that's because I made a dash for the bathroom to clean all the cum off my face. That wasn't something I wanted to happen. When he said he was going to cum I just wanted him out of my mouth. I cried as I was washing it off. It was the first and only time I'd ever done anything like that, Dexter. I had to stop off at a restaurant before I came home that night so my eyes wouldn't be red when you saw me. The party actually broke up before ten but if you'll remember, I didn't get home until midnight."
"I don't know," he said again while standing up. "I just never thought you'd cheat on me, Lees...I never thought..." His mind was all jumbled up inside. He wasn't sure of what he wanted to say. "I got to go," he said walking into the living room. "I'll think about watching more of the tape but I can't promise anything, Lees. I...I just don't know if I'll ever be able to trust you after this. I just don't know."
Those were his last words before he grabbed his clothes and left. They didn't sound very promising to Alicia. She wanted to go back to bawling her eyes out but she was determined to stay strong from now on.
Wednesday, sure enough, Mindy and Vicki were sitting at their desks when Alicia walked in. They were already busy trying to catch up so she didn't bother trying to talk to them. There would be time for that later. Because of the temps, everyone was behind. With the four of them there, hopefully they'd get caught up by the end of the day.
Wednesday was a slow day for Dexter. He had nothing scheduled to shoot but he did have some editing to do. Still- there wasn't enough for both he and Cindy so at ten o'clock he gave her the rest of the day off. He felt like taking the day off as well but he couldn't. He had at least three or four hours of editing and retouching that had to get done.
As he sat down in front of his computer his wife's plea came back to haunt him. He really had no desire to watch more of her sucking the assholes cock. It broke his heart the first time he saw it, he didn't see how watching more was going to help.
He loaded the shots from his last assignment into the organizing software and started to go through them. This was the easy part. He had a little over three hundred shots. A lot of them were almost identical except for an expression or a slight turn of the model's head. From them he would select about a hundred for closer scrutiny. They would be whittled down to thirty or forty that would then be transferred to another program for light retouching. Once that was done they would be uploaded to a private website where only the client could see them. They would pick four or five and those would get the royal treatment as they went through final retouching and were made suitable for magazine publication.
The problem was he couldn't concentrate. His mind kept wandering to the video. He had very vivid memories of what he saw, did he want any more? Not really—but...if there was a chance of there being something on that tape that would convince him it was her first time, then it'd be worth the pain of watching...or so he hoped.
Dexter went to his email. There it was, looming in bold black, daring him to open it. His hand tensed and he had to will it to move. With a couple clicks of the mouse the video started. At first it just showed the various women arriving. His wife looked beautiful as she was greeted by the others.
Evidently Sylvia hadn't just left it on because the next thing he saw was all the girls sitting around, telling jokes. Dex wasn't in the mood to laugh so he scrolled along the timeline on the bottom of the screen until he saw the stripper. He wasn't naïve, he remembered a buddy's bachelor party he attended. They actually went to a strip club and had the shindig there. He remembered the guys hooting and hollering as the strippers worked at raising everyone's testosterone levels; but none of the guys ever touched any of the strippers and compared to the girls on the tape, the guys were extremely well behaved. These girls were already getting wild and the guy was just starting. Dexter could almost smell the female pheromones through the computer screen.
He watched until Sylvia pulled the guy's G-string down and Wendy deep-throated him. Seeing that and knowing it was only a couple months before her wedding disgusted him. Not even married yet and already she's cheating on the poor guy, he thought.
Dexter decided he needed a breather and clicked pause. He got up for a cup of coffee but as he started to pour his stomach rumbled. A quick glance at his watch told him it was past lunch time. He welcomed the reprieve and decided he would take a nice long break.



There was a Denny's down the street. At lunch time it filled up faster than a rain barrel under a waterfall, but it was well after one and the place was almost empty when he walked in. He was in no hurry to get back so after he ate he sat thinking over a cup of java.
He really missed Alicia. The only thing he hated more than crawling into an empty bed at night was waking up in one the next morning. As he thought about the recording he suddenly became anxious to get back and see more. He hoped he would see what Alicia wanted him to. He could probably forgive her if he was positive it was her one and only time. God, I hope there's something there that will convince me of that," he silently prayed. He needed something to erase the doubt.
After sitting down again in front of his computer, Dexter fast forwarded through the other ladies showing off their oral skills but stopped as soon as he saw Alicia. He watched intently as the expression on her face showed her indecisiveness at the moment of truth. Yes, he could see it. It almost looked like she was going to refuse, then he heard one of the other women challenge her about taking it all. He watched as the cockster tried to ram it down her throat as soon as her mouth opened and he saw her choke on it and pull back coughing, almost immediately. The others laughed at her and he heard someone else say she would show him how it was done.
He had seen what she wanted and yes, there was now a smidgen of hope, but there were also tears for the first time. Maybe she was reluctant but no one put a gun to her head. He remembered how important it was for his wife to become a member of the little clique. He also remembered what he saw on Manny's phone. There was a lot to think about but he'd seen enough. He clicked off as more tears found their way down his cheeks. He stood up and went into the bathroom to wash his face before getting back to work.
On Thursday morning, Mr. Johnson called Vanessa into his office. "As you might guess, I've been trying to get ahold of the other secretaries to find out what's going on. You know that Sylvia quit, of course, but I hadn't heard from Meredith and I wasn't sure if Wendy went on her honeymoon or not," he said with a scowl.
"I have no idea what happened at that wedding but I finally got ahold of Aaron. He picked up when I called the home phone number I had for Wendy. I guess they were sharing an apartment. He told me he hasn't seen her since the wedding but knew she was staying with her parents. I don't have their number. Aaron is listed as the emergency contact on her employment application and he hung up on me before I could ask for her folk's number. Do you know it?"
"No, Mr. Johnson, I don't," Vanessa replied.
"Okay. Well, since I can't get ahold of her and she hasn't called me, evidently she's not that interested in saving her job. I want you to call personnel and tell them to run our usual ad for a new secretary."
"Yes, sir," she replied sadly.
"I was also finally able to talk to Meredith. She'll be back on Monday. Make sure the temp agency knows that, please."
Vanessa confirmed she would take care of it but before making any calls she had to run over to Alicia's desk with the news. "Meredith will be back on Monday," she announced.
"She will. How do you know?"
"Mr. Johnson talked to her. He also talked to Aaron..."
"Aaron?" she gasped. "How...I mean..."
"He called their apartment and Aaron answered. He said Wendy is staying with her folks. Mr. Johnson told personnel to run an ad to replace her," reported Vanessa. "They obviously never even went on their honeymoon. God, she must be devastated."
"Yeah," Alicia agreed, "but imagine how devastated Aaron was watching her suck that guy's dick."
"Yeah, I know. I was talking to the other girls earlier. Vicki's husband still isn't talking to her and Mindy hasn't seen Mark since that night. She's really scared. She said she'd never seen him so angry."
"He didn't hit her, did he?" Alicia asked.
"No, I don't think so. She would have said something if he had. She's praying he cools off but she doesn't think that's going to happen. She believes he's going to want a divorce."
Alicia didn't say anything. Her own situation came to mind. Vanessa guessed at what she was thinking. "What about Dexter, anything knew?"
"Not really," she sighed in response. "He came over for some more clothes the other night. He's staying in a motel instead of the studio. I don't know what I'm going to do if he wants a divorce, Vanessa."
"What about counseling? Would he go for that?"
"I don't know," she admitted. "I don't know if it'd do any good but I could try, I guess. It probably couldn't hurt."
That night Alicia wondered if Dexter would be open to couples therapy. She hadn't heard from him and wasn't sure if he had watched more of the video or not. She decided to wait until the weekend and see if he called her, first.
Friday afternoon the girls all got a shock when they looked up and saw Sylvia walking in.
Alicia was the first to react. "I thought you quit." Her tone was not very friendly.
Sylvia picked up on it and answered uncomfortably. "I did. I just came in to get a few personal things and Mr. Johnson said I could pick up my check today instead of waiting for the mail."
She was hoping for a friendly face but didn't see any. "I...I'm sorry, girls. I really was going to delete that tape but I completely forgot about it. I didn't even know Manny had my phone until he started yelling at the reception. I'm so sorry."
Yes, the tape was the reason for them getting caught but everyone knew what they did was wrong. Sylvia's apology did a lot to soften a few attitudes.
"How's Manny taking it," asked Vicki.
"Not real good. It's not my idea to quit my job, he's making do it. I'm also sleeping in the guest room. He's not really considering divorce though, thank God. He's been talking about going to counseling lately, so I think that's what we're going to do."
"Really?" inquired Alicia. "Do you know of a good counselor?"
"Yeah, one of the guys Manny works with recommended somebody. She's a woman—supposed to be really good. Why? Do you want her number?"
"Yeah, you got it?"
"No, not on me but I have it at home. I'll call later and give it to you. What about the rest of you?" asked Sylvia, looking around.
They all agreed it couldn't hurt to have the number.
In the wake of the conversation she had with her boss, Vanessa was curious. "Have you heard from Wendy?"
"No but I heard from Cathy Henderson; she was one of the other bridesmaids. That Monday after the wedding Aaron saw a lawyer about getting an annulment."
"Oh shit," commented Vicki.
"Yeah. I guess Wendy is staying with her parents. I doubt very much if she'll come back to work."
"Yeah, Mr. Johnson is already running an ad to replace her," Vanessa informed her.
"Well," Sylvia said regrettably, "Mr. Johnson said he cleaned out my desk and has everything in personnel so I guess I'd better get going." She hung her head. "I really am so sorry for all the hurt I caused. I guess we all got carried away that night. We should have never done what we did—it was stupid. I was the stupidest of us all by taping it and then leaving it around to be found. It...it ruined lives. I'm sorry, I'm so sorry," she said one more time. She had tears in her eyes as she departed.
Just before everyone was getting ready to leave that day, Sylvia called Alicia with the number for the therapist and asked if she'd distribute it to the rest. That would be the last time they ever spoke to each other.
Weekends were the worst for Alicia. At least on weekdays she had work to keep her mind occupied during the day. When she was alone at home all she did was wonder what Dexter was doing or thinking—had he seen a lawyer? If he has, what would she do—fight the divorce, try to force him to stay married to her? What good would that do? No, she screwed up, if he wants a divorce she'll agree with whatever he feels is fair. But...but how will she live without him?
As determined as she was to stay strong through this ordeal, she never could stop the tears from coming whenever she thought of life without him.
Dexter was also thinking hard that morning. He'd had a sleepless night so he walked to the beachfront to watch the sun come up over Lake Michigan. Vibrant hues of orange and red danced on top of the choppy waves like brightly colored fairies from a child's dream. A beautiful warm glow wrapped itself around the tall buildings of down town and shimmered along the reflective surfaces of glass.
Dexter did love the city. It was warm and friendly, so full of life and excitement. But would it feel that way without Alicia or would the city he loved turn cold and empty. It had been a week since walking out and he still had no idea what to do. Maybe if he talked to her, really talked to her face to face he'd be able to tell if she was sincere about it being only one time.
Alicia had been cleaning. It was the only thing she could think of to keep her mind off of her troubled marriage. If he hadn't called by six she was going to call him. In the mean time she needed something to do. Dusting and vacuuming seemed like as good an idea as any other. She was just about to take a break when the phone rang.
"Hi, it's me."
Her heart skipped a beat when she heard him. "Hi." Her voice carried hope but also fear. He could be calling to say all is forgiven and he was coming back home, then again he could say he was filing for divorce. She held her breath and let him speak.
"Are you going to be home in an hour? I want to come over and talk."
"Yes, yes of course. I'm just doing a little cleaning. How about if I make us lunch?"
"Yeah, okay," he replied. "I'll see you in a little while."
"Okay," she quickly replied. "Oh and Dexter..."
"Yeah?"
"Just come in. This is still your house."
"Alright, see you in a bit," he said, then hung up.
That's when Alicia realized how she looked and quickly jumped into the shower. By the time Dexter walked in the door she was fresh, clean, nicely dressed, and wore just a touch of his favorite perfume. Not that he really noticed, he had other things on his mind.
She poured the coffee and they sat down to eat. There was very little conversation until they were done. Alicia was on pin-and-needles. She also had something she wanted to discuss but would wait for him to talk first.
"I watched that video, at least part of it; enough to see that you did look like you weren't sure what to do before lover boy stuck his dick in your mouth."
"I...I can only imagine how hard it was for you to see that. I know you had to force yourself to watch and you don't know how much I appreciate you doing that. I'm just so sorry I did it. I have no excuse, Dexter, I..." she had to catch her breath before being able to say it. "I did cheat on you, but I swear that was the only time." She could virtually see the doubt he still held.
"You're sorry you did it or you're sorry you got caught?" he asked.
"No-no, I'm sorry I let it happen. I knew better. I had no delusions about what I was doing. I knew I was cheating on you. I didn't start out to do it deliberately. I...I just kind of got caught up in all the excitement and when the situation arose I gave in. My only regret about getting caught is what it's doing to you."
That phrase, "I gave in," brought back memories of all the times he was tempted but didn't give in. He was unaware of his expression as he wondered why his wife's resolve wasn't as strong as his own. Did that mean she didn't love him as much as he loved her?
Alicia could see the inner turmoil in his face. She was sure she'd lose him without professional help. "Dexter, would you be willing to attend couples therapy with me?"
He thought for just a second. "I don't know; what good it would do?"
"Dexter, I broke your heart and I have no idea how to repair it again...or, if that's even possible. I don't know but I want to try and I need someone who's trained to help...please," she implored. "I got the name of a therapist that's supposed to be very good. Please let me make an appointment with her."
He didn't see how a therapist could ease his mind if his wife couldn't, but if it was possible... "Go ahead," he answered. "But call me and let me know what's available before making a firm appointment."
"I will," she said with some relief—some hope.
On Monday morning, with Meredith back on the job, it looked like the old gang was about as complete as it was going to get so the five of them went out to lunch together. It was the first time they'd gone out as a group since the wedding but it wasn't like old times; there were no jokes, no laughter, not even any snide remarks, it was more like a support group.
Once they were all seated, Meredith started the conversation. She had been out of the loop and knew nothing of what was happening. "So, did everyone's marriage survive?"
"NO," answered Mindy. "Well, I don't know for sure. I haven't heard from Mark since that night but I'm pretty sure he's going to ask for a divorce."
Meredith was surprised and felt sheepish for asking the question like she did. "Really? Geeze, I...I'm sorry. I know our husbands were mad but I didn't really think anybody would be getting divorced. Wh..." she was almost afraid to ask. "What about the rest of you?"
"We're all having our problems," volunteered Alicia. "I still don't know what's going to happen. Dexter is staying in a motel. We talked over the weekend and he's agreed to couple's counseling so I'm still hopeful."
"Oh God, Lees, I'm so sorry." Meredith was starting to see how devastating the situation was.
"What about you?" Vicki asked, jumping in.
Meredith's expression changed. "Well, it's no secret that I've thought David has been cheating on me for a long time. That night, after the wedding, he admitted it."
"He did!" exclaimed Vanessa.
Meredith slowly nodded her head. "Yeah, well not right away. He started yelling at me as soon as we got into the car. Finally, by the time we got home, I was just so tired of it I yelled back and said, 'what about you, how many women have you slept with?' I'd never had the nerve to accuse him of anything before so at first he was surprised; then he got this real guilty look on his face."
"Sure," volunteered Mindy, "he knew he'd been caught."
"Yeah, he didn't even try to deny it. He asked me how long I knew and I told him for a long time. Then he asked why I never said anything before."
"What did you say?" asked Alicia.
"I told him I never said anything because I still loved him and asked if he still loved me. He said he did. We talked through the entire night. I asked if he wanted his freedom, if he wanted a divorce but he said no. We both started to cry and decided we're going to try and put our marriage back together."
Vicki was the first to congratulate her, the others followed. By the time they were done with lunch they were all caught up on each other's marital woes.
Two days later Alicia called Dexter with three possible times and dates for his counseling appointment. She explained that the therapist wanted a one hour session with each of them individually, first. She had already made her appointment so Dexter picked one for himself and Alicia booked it.
Dexter had no idea what to expect. He'd never been to any kind of therapist before. Would there be 'his' and 'hers' couches, he wondered with amusement.
As he stepped from his car a seven-forty-seven was flying right over the building. He looked up. It was monstrous and so close he could almost count the rivets in its belly. He watched as it sliced through the sky, over the bordering cyclone fence of O'Hare and onto the landing strip. He waited until a small puff of smoke told him it had landed safely before turning and entering the building.
Inside, he looked down at the hand written note for the room number then proceeded to suit three-nineteen. The first thing he noticed was the carved, wooden plague on the wall of the small waiting room. 'The perfect marriage is two imperfect people who refuse to give up on one another.' It was a nice sentiment and made his smile.
"Yes, Sir, can I help you?" inquired the receptionist.
"Ah, yeah, I'm Dexter Samuelson. I have an appointment."
"Of course, Mr. Samuelson, let me tell her you're here." The young brunette pushed the income button and announced his arrival. He heard the doctor's voice telling her to let him in.
The doctor's name was Mrs. Angela Lindstrom. She was a rather plain looking woman in her late thirties. Dexter really didn't care for her bedside manner but she did seem to know her stuff...at least the questions she asked were poignant and targeted to his concerns. After the first hour he may not have liked her but he respected her.
The second week was their first joint session. They both knew it wasn't going to be a walk in the park but neither was prepared for Dr. Lindstrom's unorthodox methods. She leaned confidently back in her leather chair. "Mrs. Samuelson, you told me something about your feelings in this matter that you haven't expressed to Mr. Samuelson because you thought it sounded self-centered. I'd like you to tell him about those feelings now."
Alicia was blindsided. "Dr. I told you that in confidence. I...I can't tell him. It sounds horrible. I should have never even told you," she cried.
"Mrs. Samuelson, it's the way you feel. The very first thing you two need to do is bare your souls to each other. If you're not willing to do that then this is going to be a waste of time."
Alicia couldn't look at him. There was no way she could look him in the eye and say it so she hung her head and spoke softly. "I, ah...well I, my, ah," she took a breath and let it out with a sigh. "You hurt my feelings. I know how that must sound after what I've done but it's true. I love you. I know I screwed up but I can't believe you think that I've cheated on you before." Her emotions were already getting to her. They hadn't been there for more than ten minutes and already her eyes were welling up.
"You got to be kidding me. I hurt you feelings? Well excuse me all to hell. My God, you ripped my heart out and I hurt YOUR feelings?"
He was almost ready to pack it in and forget about the therapy-and the marriage but Dr. Lindstrom expected his reaction and urged him to continue. "Why don't you believe her when she says it was her only time?"
"Because...it's more than just the cheating part; that's bad enough but she was sneaky about it...dishonest. She knew that guy was going to be there. You should have seen the way she was dressed that night. She knew damn well they hired a stripper..."
"Yes," cried Alicia, "I knew he was going to be there but I had no idea things would go that far. I thought he'd strip down to a speedo or something; we'd stuff dollar bills inside the waistband and that would be it. If I had known what was going to happen I'd have never gone to the stupid party," she shouted as she started to break down.
"Why didn't you tell me about him before you left? Why the secrecy?"
She was still crying but answered through her tears. "I don't know, I...I guess I didn't want you to get the wrong idea."
"Wrong idea? You cheated on me. You mean the right idea. You went behind my back, Alicia. So, now I wonder how many other times have there been? I only know about this because of your stupid friend. How many other times have you done something like this and never got caught?"
Alicia was finally starting to see all the implications of what she'd done—not only the cheating, but her dishonesty both before and after.
"Alicia, under the circumstances, I could have forgiven a onetime slip. Had you told me up front about the stripper, then admitted what happened when you came home that night it would have been different; but keeping secrets, being so devious, and then not taking responsibility for what you did afterward, that's what makes me think it's happened before."



"But can't...can't you give me the benefit of the doubt? After all these years don't I deserve that?"
"Alicia, I can't lie to myself. I can't convince myself to believe something that I don't really believe. I always thought you were an honest person, a person with integrity, a person who would never cheat on me; but you've shown me I was wrong. Not only did you cheat but you were deceitful. So, now I have to ask myself, for how long have I been wrong?"
Tears almost poured from her eyes. Her voice was weak. "Then there's no hope is there. How can I ever convince you? I...I can't, can I."
For a few moments the only sound in the doctor's office was Alicia's sobbing.
"Yes, Mrs. Samuelson, there is hope. If there wasn't we wouldn't be here. Mr. Samuelson, your wife and I discussed something during her first visit. My colleagues consider my approach very radical but I've had great success with it. I discussed it with Mrs. Samuelson first because I had to see how far she would go to save her marriage, and I can tell you, she didn't even flinch.
"This is not a quick fix. There is no such thing, but if you stick with it, in the long-run it can help restore your faith and trust in your wife."
This all sounded rather ominous to Dexter. What was she going to suggest, an iron chastity belt?
"The first thing I want you to do is move back home." She saw the look he gave her so she went right into her reasoning to head off his objections. "Mr. Samuelson, we need to restore some trust in your relationship. We can't do that with you sitting in a motel room wondering what your wife is doing, where she's at, or if she's with someone. You need to know her whereabouts and for that you need to be home."
He didn't really like it but it did sound logical.
"That brings us to the rest of the program," she continued talking directly to Dexter. "You will also go to the bank and remove your wife's name from the accounts as well as all credit cards. You will sit down together and figure the minimum amount of cash she needs for gas, food, and incidentals and give it to her in the form of a weekly allowance. You will activate the GPS on her phone so you can monitor her whereabouts anytime, day or night. Every day, after work she will give you her phone with the history intact so you can see exactly who she talked to or text during the day."
"Oh this is ridiculous," Dexter said. "I don't have to do all this stuff."
"Mr. Samuelson, you could both keep coming here where we'd work on trust issues and maybe even make some headway, but the first time she was twenty minutes late you'd wonder where she was and we'd be right back to square one."
He looked over at his weeping wife. "And you're okay with all this?"
She just nodded while wiping her nose with a tissue.
He thought about it and reluctantly agreed. "Okay, we'll give it a try."
The following day was Friday. Even though he was paid up until Sunday, Dexter had his car packed when he left for work in the morning and headed home at the end of the day. He walked in with two suitcases and immediately got a whiff of something that smelled awful good coming from the kitchen.
As he walked in something on the table caught his eye. It was Alicia's wallet and phone. There was also a detailed list of everything she spent money on including her morning cup of Starbuck's coffee and the hair dresser's every couple of weeks.
"Hi," she said, greeting him in a plain looking house dress.
At least she's not trying to seduce me, he thought. She was smart enough to know that would backfire on her. "Something smells good."
"I ran over to that little store that has all the fish on the way home and got some snapper. I'm making some Almondine sauce for it. Everything should be ready in about thirty minutes."
"What's all this?" he asked, gesturing at the stuff on the table.
"I thought we could go over things after supper," she responded.
"You really want to do this...it's like you're on parole and I'm your parole officer."
"Exactly- I am on parole, Dex. I did the crime I should do the time, however long that is; for however long it takes for you to start trusting me again," she said. "If I could only convince you that all these years I've been a faithful, loyal wife and ask your forgiveness for my one transgression, but I can't. You pretty much hammered that home at the doctor's office and you're right. I understand why you feel so much doubt and I don't blame you; so this seems like the next best thing."
"We'll see," he mumbled as he turned around. "I'm going to grab a quick shower," he said in retreat.
After eating in restaurants for a month, Dexter really did appreciate his wife's cooking again. The red snapper was delicious.
After dinner he and Alicia went over the program as it was laid out by the doctor. They found a GPS app for her phone that not only showed her location but kept a history by date. He liked that one. He obviously wasn't going to spend all day watching her every move but if he wanted, he could back-track to see where she'd been.
They figured out a weekly budget that still allowed her to go out for lunches but gas money was calculated according to her gas mileage. She would have enough gas money to go to and from work and to the store a couple times during the week...that was it.
Rather than take her name off the credit card accounts, he simply collected all the plastic she carried. "I'll put these in the safety deposit box. That way, if anything happens to me, you'll still have ready cash," he told her.
That was so typical of him. Silently she sat and wondered why she didn't put him first like he always did her. He always put her interests ahead of his own—even now. She thought back to that damn party. If she hadn't considered the other girls more important than her own husband, she would never have hurt him so badly.
Inwardly she sighed. There was nothing she could do about it now...nothing but try to rebuild his trust in her.
They had talked over everything but the sleeping arrangements. "I, ah...I moved all my stuff into the other bedroom." She was hoping he would object and tell her they would sleep together but that didn't happen.
A flat sounding, "Okay," was his only comment.
"I thought that's what you'd want but if you'd rather sleep together, I..."
"No, it's better this way," he said, not even allowing her to finish.
She was expecting him to say that but hearing it still took the wind out of her sails.
"I've got a couple hours of editing to do so is there anything else you can think of that we haven't covered?"
"No," she replied. "I think we've done everything we're supposed to do."
"Okay, I'll be in the office then. If you think of anything let me know." And with that he rose from the table and disappeared around the corner.
Alicia went into the living room and curled up with a book. If she tried real hard she could hear him working in the other room. Even in lieu of all their problems it was good just to have him back in the house. She felt safe when he was around.
Over the weekend they lived as cohabiters of the same house, not much more. Monday morning Alicia was already sitting at her desk when Vanessa walked in. One look and she could see there was something definitely wrong. It was obvious she had been crying; in fact she was still sniffling as she walked by.
"Vanessa, what's wrong?"
"Oh, Lees," she whimpered, "Terry wants a divorce."
"What? Why?"
"He...he knows...he knows about the party."
"How? He wasn't even at the reception. How did he find out?" Alicia inquired.
"Mindy's husband, Mark, the guy has gone nuts. He's suing the stripper and the company he worked for. I've been called in to give a deposition," she said, starting to cry again. "Terry was home on Friday when I got the summons. He started asking questions and when I couldn't answer them he got angry and started making phone calls."
She wiped her eyes again. By this time she had a small audience of the other secretaries. "I don't know who all he called but by Sunday he had a copy of that damn video." She sobbed and tried to catch her breath. "I...I looked like such a damned slut..." she wept.
"I'm sorry," said Mindy, apologizing for her husband. "I knew Mark was going after the stripper but I never thought it would involve you guys."
"NOW what's going on?"
It was Mr. Johnson. He looked at Vanessa and saw she'd been crying but was finding it increasingly hard to sympathize. He had a business to run and for the last month his secretaries seemed to be having one calamity after another. His patience was wearing thin.
"I...I'm sorry, Mr. Johnson," stammered out of Vanessa's mouth. "I'll be alright, girls," she said, directing her attention back to her friends. "Come on, we all have work to do."
Mr. Johnson turned and walked back into his office as the girls dispersed to their desks. He had no intention of getting involved with his employee's problems but something had to be done. They didn't know it yet but that day was the last time they'd all be able to commiserate together over lunch. About three o'clock Mr. Johnson called them all into a meeting. Once he had them all assembled he laid down the law. From now one, he told them, lunch hours will be staggered every fifteen minutes starting at eleven-thirty. He left it up the girls to decide who went when.
Later in the week Alicia and Dexter had their second counseling session with Dr. Lindstrom. She asked the couple if they had followed her guidelines and they said they had. The prior week had been a revelation for Alicia. In her own mind she knew that, except for the party, she had been a loyal and faithful wife so it really hurt her to know Dexter suspected otherwise.
After hearing her husband's reasoning during the former session she understood completely and couldn't blame him for feeling like he did. As long as those doubts were present she didn't see how he could ever trust her again, even with Dr. Lindstrom's help.
For the next couple of weeks life seemed to exist within a fog. Alicia's life at home hadn't changed since Dexter's return. Every day she had her phone laying on the table for him to check when he got home; sometimes he would and sometimes he wouldn't. Not once in that time had they made love or had any sexual contact. Not once had he kissed her or even told her he loved her.
He was no longer the man she married. He never came home laughing and in a good mood like he used to. The corners of his mouth rarely pointed up anymore and she saw nothing but sadness in his eyes. She knew it had to be affecting his professional life as well as his personal life but he no longer talked about work with her. She missed those stories he would tell about things going wrong on a shoot. Somehow he always made them sound funny.
At work it was more of the same. The boss' new rules did more than just stagger their lunch hours, it showed them he was fed up with all the drama in the office and they knew he was not shy about firing people. Everyone started to withdraw and keep their marital problems to themselves, even though they were all in it together.
Alicia was finding it hard to tell if the sessions with Dr. Lindstrom were really helping or not. She was thankful that Dexter was back home but she had her doubts on whether he still loved her. It took her awhile to build the courage to ask and she thought she might need some support when she did, so she waited until their fifth counseling session.
"Dexter," she said taking a deep breath and looking over at him. "Do you still love me?"
The doctor sat quietly back in her chair and waited with Alicia for his answer.
"You don't think I still love you?" he snapped.
"I...I'm asking. Since you've been back home we hardly ever talk and you...you never say it anymore. You never tell me you love me."
"You think I'd be doing all this if I didn't still love you?" he quipped.
"Mr. Samuelson," said Dr. Lindstrom, joining in. "It was a straight-forward question, it deserved a straight and forthright answer."
He looked into the worried face of the woman who betrayed him and gave the only answer he could. "Yes—yes of course I still love you...but I...I've never been so hurt by anyone in my life and I just don't know how to deal with it."
Earlier in the day Alicia had thought of giving up but his answer gave her new hope. As long as he still answered her question with a yes, she would never give up. On the way home in the car that night she came up with an idea, but under the current circumstances it was impossible. How—she had to think about this.
The following morning was the end of the work week. When Alicia walked in to the office her eyes met Vanessa's. They were all red again. As she wondered what new fate had befallen her friend, Vanessa stood and approached.
"Can...can I just talk to you for a few minutes, Lees? I'm so scared."
Alicia's eyes darted to Mr. Johnson's door to make sure he wasn't watching.
"Oh don't worry, Mr. Johnson is out for a meeting until eleven," said Vanessa.
"Okay," Alicia replied. "Let's go in the break room."
They both got a bad cup of machine coffee and sat down at a small round table. Tears were starting to form in Vanessa's eyes. She took a deep breath and started to talk in a voice that was hoarse from crying.
"Lees, I'm so scared. I've never even lived by myself before, now I'm going to be a single parent with two small children to support. I don't know what I'm going to do."
"Has he said for sure he's getting a divorce? Maybe there's still time to..." She noticed her friend's head slowly nodding up and down.
"Oh yea, he's already got everything started," she replied. "He moved out and got an apartment. He's got a lawyer and everything. I got the papers yesterday."
Alicia reached over and held her hand. "I'm so sorry," she said trying to comfort her friend. "Surely he'll have to pay child support and some alimony."
"No alimony," she told Alicia. "I will get child support but the most I can get in this state is twenty-five percent of his gross pay. I looked it up on line. That's the max, even with two kids. That's a little more than three hundred and fifty dollars a week." She pulled a napkin from the holder on the table and wiped her eyes. "That covers the mortgage but not a whole lot more, I'm not sure I'll be able to keep the house."
"Why no alimony, he makes a lot more than you do?"
"He's not offering any. I suppose I could get my own lawyer and fight him but then I have to pay the lawyer...and they don't come cheap, Lees. I called my brother to see what he thought I should do but he's not too happy with me either. He said I could wind up paying the lawyer more than I'd get in alimony."
She wiped her eyes again and continued.
"I—I guess I'll just take what he's offering." She closed her eyes as if she was praying. "I just wish I could get him to come home, Lees."
"I know, honey," Alicia said while squeezing her hand in support.
"How...how are you and Dexter getting along?" Vanessa sniffled.
"I don't know—it's been tough. The therapist we're going to has a certain program that we're following but I don't really know if it's helping that much. I guess we just have to give it some time. I read that repairing a relationship after something like this can take years so if that's how long it takes I'm prepared to wait. I just wish I could have my old Dexter back. I don't think I've heard him laugh once since he found out...not once."
The two ladies talked a little more but had to get back to work.
Alicia had been giving a lot of thought to the idea she'd had in the car the other night and had most of it figured out...with one big exception, that damned GPS. She couldn't tell Dexter what she wanted to do and she had no idea how many times during the day he checked her location—if he did at all. She would just have to take a calculated risk.
That night, as soon as she got home, Alicia ran into his office and checked out her husband's work schedule. The following week he was going to be very busy on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday with a major shoot. Some would be studio shots but there were also three location shoots.
This was perfect, she thought. Chances are he'll be so busy he won't have a chance to look at my GPS.
The weekend was quiet, as they all had been lately.
Early Monday morning Alicia stood at her dresser and closed her purse with extreme sadness. She took a deep breath and steadied her resolve, knowing it was the only way.
As soon as the regular start of the week chaos died down at work she asked to see Mr. Johnson. "Mr. Johnson, I, um, I know I shouldn't ask and believe me, if it wasn't so important I wouldn't but...ah, well, sir, I need tomorrow afternoon off."
Mr. Johnson just looked at her and sighed. "Tell me, Mrs. Samuelson, what can I do to prevent this from happening again?"
"Sir?"
"Well, before Wendy's wedding I had seven good, loyal, hardworking secretaries. Since then two are gone and the rest of you seem to be going from one crisis to another all the time; so...I'd like to know what I can do to prevent this from ever happening again," he stated with authority.
Alicia was getting nervous. It was starting to sound like she would be denied the time off. She wondered what she would do if that happened. She knew she might have to quit her job. Now it was starting to look like that was a possibility. Still, she wasn't panicking yet.
"I don't really think there's anything you could do, Mr. Johnson, but I wouldn't worry about it ever happening again. I doubt very much if you could find another seven women who were as stupid as we were," she lamented.
"I see," he replied. "This time off you need, does it have anything to do with what happened at the wedding?"
Alicia had learned her lesson about honesty and being completely up front. "Yes, Sir. I was just as stupid as everyone else. As a result I'm fighting for my marriage."
He seemed to stare right through her for a moment before asking, "Do you need the entire afternoon?"
Alicia's hopes rose. "I...I'm not sure," she answered honestly. "I have an appointment downtown at one o'clock but I'm not sure how long it will take. If there's time I'll be back before the end of the day."
"Okay," he said. "Just try to get as much done as you can in the morning."
"Yes, sir. I'll make sure everything is done before I leave...and, thank you, sir."
He looked at her a little pensively. "My wife and I will be celebrating our fortieth this year. We've both made mistakes; not the kind I think you're talking about, but let's just say it hasn't always been a bed of roses. Yet, after all the ups and downs, we're still together and still very much in love. I wish everyone could have what we have after forty years. Maybe this is your chance for that kind of happiness. If it is, I wouldn't want to be the one to stand in your way."
Alicia had tears of gratitude as she profusely thanked him again and left.
At noon she had to skip lunch. She wondered if Dexter was watching as she drove through town. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she felt the sadness of her mission.
When she got home that night she was on pins and needles, wondering if Dexter had followed her GPS. When he hadn't mentioned anything by bedtime, a thankful Alicia slipped under the sheet with a sigh of relief. Now if only her luck will hold one more day, she thought as she laid her head on the pillow.
She contemplated her husband's schedule for Tuesday. He and Cindy would most likely grab a quick bite to eat at the little diner a block down from the studio. Then they'd pack all his gear for the trip and by one o'clock they'd be on their way to meet the client.



Years prior, before Dexter could afford an assistant, she would go to help out on a shoot once in a while. She had seen him on the job—he's all business. Once he got to the location and got started she knew he'd never glance at the tracking device on his phone; it'd be the furthest thing from his mind.
The next day Alicia worked like a slave to make sure everything was caught up before leaving. She poked her head inside the boss' office on her way out to thank him one more time.
He wished her good luck and she was on her way. Just like the day before, she was nervous. She glanced at the car's clock and saw it was only twelve-thirty. She visualized Cindy and Dexter loading his SUV with cases of lights, light stands, battery packs, cameras, and all the other equipment he took to a shoot. She wondered if he'd look at his phone before leaving. If he did, would he call her to find out where she was going, or would he wait until that night and ask when he got home? She had no idea. All she could do was wait and see.
Finally it was over. Alicia hoped her nervousness about the GPS didn't screw things up but a preliminary assessment showed everything should be just fine. She was so relieved when she walked back into the office at four o'clock.
That night, just as the night before, Dexter said nothing about his wife's jaunt downtown. For the first time since the wedding, Alicia fell asleep with a smile on her face. This has to work, was her last thought before drifting into dreamland.
Thursday morning, Alicia was delighted to see a Chicago messenger service truck pull up in front of the office. She met the delivery guy at the door and happily signed for the large envelope he had in his hand.
Later that evening her heart pounded as she and Dexter walked into Dr. Lindstrom's office and took their seats.
"So," the doctor started by directing her question at him, "how are things going?"
He took a deep breath before speaking. "I don't know. I hate all this stuff about keeping track of every move Lees makes. It's just not me. I don't think I can go on doing this."
They hadn't really talked so this was as much news to Alicia just as it was for the doctor. Tears welled up in her eyes as she realized the importance of the envelope in her purse. It sounded like he was ready to give up. This may truly be her last chance!
The doctor started to say something but Alicia interrupted. "Dexter, is it that you can't forgive me for what I did or because you still have doubts of whether I've cheated on you before?"
"Lees, I've already forgiven you for the blow job. I've watched that damn video a couple times now. I know you had a few drinks, I heard the other girls goading you, chanting and challenging you to suck him. I saw how enthusiastic they were and I saw the hesitation you were talking about. I also think I misinterpreted what I saw at the reception. It looks more like you were trying to push him away when he said he was coming, rather than purposely taking a facial...but I still wonder if it was the first and only time, Lees, I can't help it."
Alicia first took a tissue from her purse and wiped her eyes. Then she reached back in and removed the envelope. "Here," she said, handing it to him.
"What's this?"
"Open it," she replied.
He read the return address. It was printed along with the company name and logo in the upper left corner. "Hamlin Polygraph? You took a lie detector test?" he asked, raising his eyes in the direction of his weeping wife.
She simply nodded her head.
"It's still sealed; you didn't open it?"
"I didn't have to open it, Dexter. I know what it will say," she sniffled.
Dexter hesitated. His mind was spinning. Was this what he was waiting for; proof that it was a onetime thing, or would it be the last nail in the coffin? He looked up at doctor Lindstrom as if looking for guidance.
"Well...go ahead, open it," she told him.
He ripped the envelope open and pulled out the contents. There were several single pages on top then one long page folded up like an accordion.
He took the first page in his hand and held it up to read.
"It is the opinion of this operator; client (Mrs. Dexter Samuelson) answered the following questions truthfully and without deception."
There was some more legal mumbo-jumbo but it was the first sentence that Dexter was interested in. It was signed by somebody named James Uhale and had his license number under his name.
"May I see that," asked Dr. Lindstrom, leaning forward in her chair and stretching her arm out over her desk.
Dexter handed over the first page and glanced down at the second.
"I know this firm, Mr. Samuelson. They're highly regarded as being one of the best in the city. Jim Uhale is one of their most experienced operators."
Dexter was too busy reading the second page to pay much attention to what the doctor had to say. The first few questions he recognized as what they call 'baseline' questions. They asked her things like, "Is your married name Alicia Samuelson." "Is your maiden name Hackett?" They asked if her age was thirty-eight and she said no. They asked if she lived at their address and some other personal questions.
Dexter scanned down the obvious questions until he saw the one he was looking for.
Question: Since your marriage, with how many men have you had sexual relations, other than your husband?
Answer: One
To the side of her answer was printed the word, "True."
A few mundane questions followed that one until another one stuck out for Dexter.
Question: Since your marriage, how many times have you had sexual relations with someone other than your husband?
Answer: Once
Again the word "True" was off to the side.
As Dexter read down the three pages of questions, he saw they kept coming back to that one basic question but it was asked several different ways. It was asked again on the next page.
Question: Prior to the incident on May tenth, have you had sexual relations of any kind with anyone other than your husband since taking your marriage vows?
Answer: No.
Dexter had been so engrossed in reading the report he was totally unaware of what was happening around him. He started to study the actual sheet from the lie detector but couldn't really make it out. It didn't matter. This was the proof he was looking for. He wondered why he didn't think of a lie detector in the beginning. It sure would have saved both of them from a lot of grief.
Then it struck him. He looked up at the hopeful look on his wife's face. "This had to cost a couple hundred bucks...at least..."
"More like four-fifty," interjected the doc.
He glanced at her then back to his wife. "Four hundred and fifty dollars? Where did you get the money to pay for this?"
Alicia looked down at the tissue she was now holding in her lap. She could barely say the words. "I...I sold my grandmother's ring," she quietly admitted.
Dexter was stunned. "Your...oh, Alicia, why? That ring meant everything to you. Why?"
"No, Dexter, the ring meant a lot but only you mean everything to me," she told him.
Dexter looked over at the somewhat confused look on doctor Lindstrom's face and explained, "It was a family heirloom. Her grandmother gave it to her personally just hours before she passed away." He looked back at Alicia but was still addressing the doctor. "She absolutely treasured that ring.
"Why didn't you just ask me for the money?" he questioned.
"I...I wasn't sure what you'd say. We haven't really talked in weeks. I didn't know what you were thinking. I was afraid, afraid you'd say no and then what would I do? It was my only hope and I couldn't take a chance that somehow you'd stop me," she sniffled.
"Honey, I wish I had thought of this a long time ago. You should have come to me. I feel so bad about that ring. I'm so sorry."
Alicia felt as if her heart had just restarted after being dormant for weeks. Both she and the doctor caught the term of endearment. It was the first time he called her by anything but her name since the reception. It was the first time in weeks that there was no anger in his voice.
Selling her grandmother's ring was probably the hardest thing she ever had to do, but if it meant having her husband back, it was worth it.
Alicia raised the damp tissue again to her eyes and wiped away the tears. "Please forgive me, Dexter. I'm so sorry for hurting you."
Between the video and the polygraph he had in his hand, Dexter was confident in his decision. We're all human, we all have weaknesses. Sometimes love isn't only never having to say you're sorry but I forgive you, as well.
Selling her grandmother's ring was the most unselfish act of true love he could imagine. Now it was his turn. He rose from his chair, laid the papers on the corner of Dr. Lindstrom's desk and walked over to his wife.
Alicia could see the love and forgives in his eyes. On weak knees she stood to accept his embrace.
"Oh my darling," he mumbled as they clinched.
Alicia wanted again to tell him how sorry she was but she couldn't get it out between sobs. She felt his strong hands rubbing her back as her body heaved up and down with her weeping.
"Okay, okay, babe, everything is going to be alright," he said, trying to console her. He pulled away and placed his hands on either side of her face. Gently he took his thumbs and wiped away her tears. "I forgive you, honey." He took her chin and nudged her head up so he could give her a tender kiss. "Just don't ever do it again," he said, with slight smile.
"Oh, Dexter," she cried out, wrapping her arms around him, "I will never hurt you again, never, never, never!"
"Well, I think this session is over," said the doctor.
They'd almost forgotten about her. Dexter turned his head in the direction of the smiling doctor. "Yeah, and I don't think we'll be back."
Doctor Lindstrom just nodded her approval.
On their way out, Dexter thought of a question he had to ask before leaving.
"Doctor, I never thought of a lie detector but I would think, in your position, it would have been one of the first things you'd recommend?"
"Actually," the doctor said with a serious voice, "if your wife had discussed it with me first, I would have advised against it. Most people have something to hide. Even if it has nothing to do with infidelity or their marriage, psychologically they wonder if the polygraph will somehow expose their deepest darkest secrets. As a result a lot of people get very nervous and fail them even though their telling the truth. I've seen them backfire way too many times."
Alicia was still drying her eyes when she looked back at the doc. "Thank you for all your help, Doctor Lindstrom."
The doctor took on a broad smile once again. "You're very welcome, Mrs. Samuelson. I wish nothing but the best for you two."
In the car Alicia tried to apologize again but Dexter told her, "Enough, babe; enough. From here we pick up the pieces and go on. I won't say I don't still hurt some, but I know it wasn't intentional and now I know it was the first and only time. When we get home you'll move your stuff back to the bedroom."
Alicia almost couldn't wait for Dexter to unlock the door before running up stairs and moving her stuff. It didn't take her long. She was almost out of breath from running back and forth by the time she was done and found her forgiving husband in his office.
Still a little apprehensive, she stood in the doorway and asked, "Can...can I kiss you?"
"You better kiss me or the whole deal is off," he joked.
It was the first time she'd seen his sense of humor in a long time. She literally jumped into his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck before giving him a very wet, very enthusiastic kiss. "God, I love you so much," she boasted before locking her lips to his for a second time.
They hadn't even come up for air yet when Dexter had already made a decision-screw the editing. "Come on," he said standing up and taking her hand. "It's time to start picking up those pieces I talked about."
This time there would be no blindfolds, no role-playing, no bedroom calisthenics; it was time for both of them to reaffirm their love for one another. As Alicia looked into his eyes she saw no more anger, no more hurt, only devotion. He leaned in and ever so lightly, planted his lips on hers. Instinctively she raised her chin so he could continue placing little kisses over her neck and face.
She was so lost in his web that she didn't even realize he had her almost completely undress already. She put herself entirely into his hands as he guided her slowly down to the bed. Only her panties remained.
More tender kisses rained down to her breasts. Alicia's breathing was raged, her body twisted and wreathed in response to the delicate demonstrations of his love.
Not until she opened her eyes did she see that her panties were also gone. She looked up at the tall figure of a man standing before her. He was no weightlifter but his body was hard and muscular from years of going to the gym and plenty of exercise he got on the job.
The vision of his lovely bride forced a broad smile across his face as he freed his achingly stiff cock with the removal of his last article of clothing. With one knee he knelt on the bed beside her and continued to tease and caress her perfect skin.
"Oh God," she loudly sighed when he reached her primed pussy. The essence of her love filled the air and she orgasmed within seconds of feeling his tongue. Her head twisted and turned, her eyes where intractably closed with euphoria.
She was still breathing hard when she felt her husband gently slipping inside. Her vaginal walls instinctively clamped tight. She reached for him and locked her arms his neck as he slowly started to make love. His strokes varied between long and short, between fast and slow. Her nails dug into in skin as she came again.
Dexter stopped and felt her pussy muscles contract again and again as she clung to him. He tenderly kissed her beautiful face as she slowly came back to the living. Still rock hard, Dexter had yet to come; a condition Alicia was well aware of. She entwined her fingers in his dark hair and thrust her hips against his pelvic bone. After several minutes of vigorous love making, both were approaching a state of bliss. Dexter was the first over the edge but Alicia was right behind him. Together their bodies exploded in a rhapsody of love, passion, and ecstasy.
As they both fought for a normal breathing pattern, they cuddled without saying a word. They knew it was over, the most difficult period of their lives was now in the past. It was official.
***
As the following week progressed, things started to feel more normal. Cindy noticed the change in her boss right away. He was having fun again. Dexter really had forgiven his wife, now she just needed to forgive herself. Still—there was one thing that still nagged at him—still one thing making him uneasy.
Dexter was busy in the studio. He had sent Cindy out to buy props for an upcoming shoot while he worked on a small stage he needed for the backdrop. He was just pounding the last nail when he remembered the GPS. He dropped his hammer and pulled out his phone. "Gotcha!" he yelled out loud.
There wasn't a moment to spare. He rushed over to the desk in his office and scribbled out a note for Cindy. 'Back Soon,' was all it said. He ran out to the car and took off for the address he'd seen on the locator. He wasn't sure what he'd find once he got there, he just prayed he wasn't too late...
***
"Happy birthday, babe," Dexter said while giving Alicia a birthday card and following it up with a kiss.
"Mmmm," she cooed as their lips parted. "Thank you, honey." She smiled as she read the card. Her smile got even wider when she read his hand written note on the inside, saying he was taking her out for dinner and dancing.
It was a wonderful evening; dinner was delicious and Dexter swung and twirled the birthday girl around the dance floor until she couldn't dance another step. Later that night they enjoyed a glass of wine while cuddling together in the privacy of their own living room. Two months had passed since leaving Doctor Lindstrom's office for the last time. It was finally time for Dexter to put things straight.
Alicia snuggled a little tighter into her husband's side. "Thank you, honey. Tonight was perfect."
"Not really," he replied.
Wounds of the past were still very fresh in her mind. Suddenly Alicia moved away so she could study his face. "What do you mean?" She looked worried.
"I haven't given you your gift yet," he said reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small box. Although slightly crushed from the confines of her husband's trousers, it had a bright red bow on top.
Alicia took it from his fingers and looked at him. "Can I open it?"
"Of course...unless you want to wait until Christmas," he chuckled.
As she lifted the top of box her eyes widened about the same time her mouth dropped open. Her pulse started to race as she took a deep breath. "Honey...how...where did..." Tears formed in her lovely blue eyes and rolled down her cheeks.
She gently and reverently removed her grandmother's ring from the small box. "I...I never thought I'd see this again. How did you ever find it?"
"As much as I appreciate what you did," responded Dexter, "I just couldn't accept you having to give up something so precious to prove your love for me. Then I remembered the GPS on my phone had history. I went back through it until I found a route you only took once. I knew it wasn't the hair dressers or a restaurant so I looked up the address; it was a pawn shop. It had to be where you sold the ring."
"And they still had it...after all this time?"
"Well, not exactly," he said a little sheepishly. "I've had it for a while. I actually got it only days after we got back together. I, ah...I was going to give to you right away but..."
"But you thought you'd punish me a little more...I can't say I blame you," she said, wiping away her tears of joy.
"Yeah, well-your birthday was only a couple months off. I thought it would be a good time to give it to you."
"Oh my God, honey, I swear...I swear on this ring that I will be the most loyal and loving wife a man could ever want," she cried while throwing her arms around him and smothering him with kisses.
Epilogue:
Never had a single party wreaked so much devastation in the lives of so many...at least not in that town.
Vicki thought she was one of the lucky ones. Her husband never really had much of a temper, and other than getting the silent treatment, she didn't think her little cock sucking escapade would cause much of a riff in their marriage...she was wrong. As time went by, her husband became more and more distant. He lost interest in making love, in her, and in their marriage. Eventually he found someone else and divorced her. He never was one for confrontation but when it was all over, Vicki looked back and knew their problems started on that fateful day in May.
Mark, Mindy's husband was forced to drop the lawsuit against the stripper company but he was able to get the stripper fired. He considered that a small victory. The ensuing battle in divorce court took months. Mark got himself a shark for a lawyer and went for the jugular. In an attempt at getting full custody of their four year old son, he tried to have her declared an unfit mother. Mindy was fighting for her very existence. In the end she was able to ward off the unfit mother charge and got custody of their boy along with a small amount of child support but not much else.
Sylvia and Manny are still struggling. They spent over two years in counseling and changed therapists three times. They're still together but the marriage isn't what it used to be. Manny will never fully trust his wife again and has literally given her the third-degree on more than one occasion. Not a day has gone by that she didn't regret pulling that stripper's G-string down. Now, every day she prays that her Manny will truly forgive her, but it doesn't look like that's going to be any day soon.



Meredith and David were able to pull it together. After each one's discovery of the other's infidelity they sat and really talked to each other for the first time in years. They both found that a small spark of life was still left in the marriage and worked hard to fan the flames. They promised each other, no more infidelity and to stop taking one another for granted; and to work on their relationship. So far so good...
Vanessa wasn't so lucky. Terry hated all the traveling he had to do for his employer. He always preferred to be home with his wife and kids. When he found out what had happened in his own home while he was out trying to fulfill his responsibilities as a husband and father, he felt it was the ultimate betrayal and was deeply hurt. In the divorce he got every other weekend with his kids. At work he asked his boss to take him off the road so he wouldn't miss any of those precious weekends. When he was refused, he quit. After a few months of unemployment he landed a job with a much smaller firm at half of what he was making. As a result his child support payments were reduced. Vanessa got a small raise at work but it wasn't adequate. Currently, In addition to still working at Johnson's Insurance she also has to work nights as a waitress to make ends meet.
Wendy's life certainly didn't turn out like she had planned. After the disaster and humiliation at the reception she went home with her parents. There she cried for two days straight. When she was finally out of tears her parents had a talk with her. In no uncertain terms they said they loved her and would support her because she was their daughter...but it wasn't hard to see the disappointment in their eyes.
Wendy was too embarrassed to go back to work at Johnson's, so after a month of feeling sorry for herself, she got a job as a receptionist at another insurance company for a portion of the pay she was receiving as a secretary. She's still living with her folks and doesn't go out or date at all.
That was not the case with her former husband, however. Right after Aaron got his annulment, Judith, one of the bridesmaids, went over to his place to do what she could to comfort him. Unknown to Aaron, she'd always had a crush on him but could never act on it because Wendy was a friend. At first their relationship was strictly platonic. That changed one night when Aaron couldn't bear to see her go home.
They were married seven months later.
Dexter and Alicia are still very much in love. Alicia has no idea if her loving hubby even thinks about her indiscretion anymore...he certainly never mentions it and hasn't since the day he said he forgave her. She thinks about it though. Every day she remembers how close she came to losing the love of her life and every day she makes a new vow to herself declaring she will treat her man with love, respect, and fidelity.
The End.
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"Ah, ah, aheee" she cried out with every thrust. "Oh God!" Her long, blond tresses flew violently in every direction as she tightly closed her eyes and threw her head back, wild with passion. Her sleek body glistened with a sheen of perspiration as the man lying beneath pushed into her again and again. "OH, YES, YES, I...I'M COM..."
With one last great thrust, he drove deeply into her heavenly gates. His grip tightened around her waist in reaction to his body's amatory spasms. With a primitive sounding grunt Tyler discharged the warm elixir of life into the soft cavern of his wife's vagina.
As her euphoric trance of ecstasy slowly receded, Nancy collapsed next to her love. Together they struggled to gain control of their heavy breathing. "Oh wow," Nancy chuckled. "It's been awhile since we've been able to do that, especially on a Sunday morning."
"Uh huh," Tyler replied, still breathing hard. "You..." he took another deep breath, "you think we could talk your mom and dad into taking the kids every weekend?" he joked.
"I could try," she joked back.
"Come here, you." Tyler wrapped his arm around his wife of thirteen years and pulled her in closer. "Have I told you yet today that I love you?"
She giggled. "Do all those, 'Oh my God's' count as 'I love you's?' If so then I'd say only about twenty or thirty times, so far."
He still held her in an embrace while rolling her over on her back. He looked into her eyes and smiled. "I love you," he told her just before pressing their lips together.
Nancy held him in position with her hand on the back of his head.
With two kids at home, seldom did they get a chance to make real love like that anymore. Usually it was a quick in and out while trying to stay quiet, but on this rare occasion they'd been at it for hours.
After breaking the kiss, Tyler glanced at the clock then closed his eyes and let his head drop in mock despair.
"What?" Nancy asked while turning to see what he was looking at. "Oh shit," she remarked when seeing the time. "Ten-thirty? We have to grab a shower and get dressed. Dad and mom will be here with the kids in half an hour."
Tyler lowered his head and kissed his lovely wife once more. "Okay, gorgeous, back to reality. To be honest, I don't think I could get it up again, anyway."
"If we had more time, I'd take that as a challenge," she replied with a smile, then gave him one more quick peck on the lips before sitting up. "Okay, handsome, let's grab that shower. We've got thirty minutes."
It was actually thirty-five minutes later when the happy duo descended the stairs. Tyler opened the inside door and unlocked the screen door. The late summer air was fresh from the previous day's rain. "Damn, it's gorgeous outside, honey. I think I'll fire up the grill for lunch."
Tyler stepped outside to soak up some of the warm rays of sunlight. Across the street, his neighbor, Kevin Cermak, was just starting his lawnmower. He glanced up and waved at Tyler who waved back. Even though they'd been neighbors for the last couple of years, they never did become good friends. Tyler thought he was probably an okay guy, they just moved in difference circles, had different friends. His wife was better friends with Susan, Kevin's wife, than he was with Kevin.
"Here they come, honey." Tyler yelled back into the house as her parents came driving up with the kids.
Nancy came out of the house and followed her husband down the front porch to greet everyone as they piled out of the car. The kids were first. Both Christopher and LeAnn hugged their parents.
A little slower at extricating themselves from the vehicle, was Nancy's mom and dad. Nancy hugged them both. Tyler was facing the street and was getting ready to greet his in-laws when he took off at a dead run. He was the only one who saw it happen but the rest heard the blood-curdling scream. As they all looked in the same direction, Tyler was already half-way across the street.
As he approached, he saw things were worse than he feared. Kevin was on the ground; his face was a mask of agony. His pant-leg was ripped to shreds and soaked in red. There was a large gash in his leg and blood was squirting from the wound like a drinking fountain.
"Call 911," yelled Tyler. He'd never had any medical training but he knew instantly that Kevin had cut an artery. He unbuckled his belt and pulled it free, then wrapped it around his neighbor's thigh, looped the end through the buckle, and pulled it as tight as he could.
Susan was in the kitchen, in the back of the house but heard the commotion and came rushing out. She almost fainted at the sight of her husband lying in a pool of blood.
Nancy's dad was still fishing for his phone as they all converged on the grisly scene. "CHARLES," Tyler yelled again to jolt his father-in-law into action, "Hurry, call 911."
Nancy dashed over to Susan and was holding on to her as the poor woman fell to her hands and knees and started vomiting in the grass.
Charles completed the emergency call and was now helping Tyler pull on the make-shift tourniquet. Even though Christopher was only twelve, he had a lot of his dad in him. He removed the light jacket he was wearing, balled it up, and stuffed it under Kevin's head. Little LeAnn turned from the gory site and buried her face into her grandmother's protective bosom as she cried.
Minutes seemed like hours. A small crowd of concerned neighbors had gathered around by the time the paramedics arrived. "Okay, we'll take over from here," one of them said as they moved into position. One gave Kevin a shot while the other applied a more professional tourniquet. They lowered their gurney to ground level and transported him over. A third EMT already had an I-V ready by the time they got him in the truck.
"This is his wife," yelled Nancy to one of the emergency personnel. "Can she go with you?"
"Yeah, but she'll have to ride up front," one of them responded.
Nancy helped the distraught woman into the truck. For a second everyone just stood around and watched as the ambulance took off with its siren blaring. One of the neighbors was standing next to Tyler.
"What happened?"
"I'm not really sure," Tyler replied. "I was across the street and just saw it out of the corner of my eye. He was walking behind the mower and suddenly jumped back...maybe he stumbled; anyway, when he did he pulled the mower back with him. The damn thing ran right over his leg."
The man looked over at all the blood staining the grass. "It's a good thing you saw it, Tyler, he'd of probably bled to death if you hadn't."
Tyler didn't say anything. He just did what he had to do. "Come on, everyone; there's nothing more we can do here. Let's go home."
As he gathered up his family, the entire crowd started to disperse as well. Once Tyler had everyone safely home again, he did his best to calm everyone's nerves. "Mom, Dad, what can I get you guys to drink?" he asked his in-laws as they took a seat in the living room.
"Do you have any lemonade?" asked Nell, his mother-in-law.
"I believe Nancy made some just for you, mom," replied Tyler with a smile.
"I did, honey. It's on the top shelve in the fridge," Nancy confirmed.
Charles spoke up next. "Grab me a beer while you're in there, son."
"Kids, if you want anything, come and get it yourselves," yelled Tyler from the kitchen.
When he returned to the living room with the drinks, his injured neighbor was still the main topic of conversation. Everyone was very worried. LeAnn was only eight years old and was probably the most troubled. She was asking her mother if Kevin was going to die. Nancy assured her he would be alright.
Tyler was just about to try and steer the conversation in another direction when he noticed the expression on his wife's face. "What?" he asked, looking at her.
"I've got to go to the hospital," she announced. "I just realized; she doesn't have her purse, no ID, no car, no keys; she doesn't even have cab fare to get home. The house is sitting open as well. I've got to go over there and lock things up then drive down and give her, her purse."
She was right. Susan jumped into the ambulance with nothing. "I'll go," Tyler volunteered. "You stay here and visit with your folks. I'll go next door and lock everything up."
"What about her purse," Nancy asked.
"I'll find it. I'll run it over to her at the hospital," he told his wife.
"Why don't I go with you?" volunteered Charles. "I can follow you in their car. That way she'll have a way to get back home."
"That'd be great, if you don't mind, dad."
They told everyone they'd be back in an hour and took off to be good Samaritans. When they got to the hospital, they walked up to the desk in the ER. Tyler caught the attention of one of the nurses and did the talking.
"Excuse me, ma'am, is there anyway to see Susan Cermak? Her husband came in with a leg wound and..."
"Tyler..."
He was interrupted by a female voice who saw him as she was coming out of the emergency room.
He almost didn't recognize her. Her eyes were terribly red and puffy from crying and her face was stained from the tears. "Susan, how's he doing?"
"They're taking him up to surgery right now. I was just on my way to the waiting room."
"Well we locked up your place for you, so don't worry about that. We also brought your purse. I made sure your phone and your wallet were inside. Charles followed me over here in your car. It's parked in the second row of lot 'A.' The keys are in here too," he said, holding up her handbag.
"Oh, thank you, thank you. I didn't even think of all that. I didn't have my phone or anything," she said taking her purse. "Tyler, Kevin owes his life to you. I heard the paramedics in the ambulance say if you hadn't stopped the bleeding with your belt, Kevin would have died before they got there."
She had obviously rinsed out her mouth but he could still smell a hint of vomit on her breath as she reached up and kissed him on the cheek. "I don't know how we'll ever be able to repay you," she told him.
"Don't be silly," he replied modestly. "I'm just glad I was there."
The grateful wife put her arms around him and hugged him with all her might. "Thank you, thank you, thank you," she mumbled into his chest.
Charles couldn't wait to tell the family about the hero in their midst but Tyler took it all with humility and really just wanted to spend the day having a good time with family.
All day Monday, Nancy kept checking across the street for signs of life but hadn't seen any until early in the evening.
"Tyler, it looks like Susan's home. I'm going to go over there to see how Kevin is doing. You want to come with?"
"Honey, she's probably exhausted. Why don't you hold off till tomorrow? I'm sure he's fine."
"I won't stay long. I just want to see if she needs anything."
"Okay," Tyler returned. "You go ahead. I'll stay here with the kids. Don't be long though. I doubt if she's had much sleep."
When Susan answered the door and saw Nancy standing there, she was actually delighted. As tired as she was, she had been under a tremendous amount of stress and just needed someone to talk to.
She was in her robe and asked Nancy to make a pot of coffee while she grabbed a quick shower. Nancy thought it was a little late to start drinking coffee, but Susan's inner clock didn't know night from day after spending the last thirty hours at her husband's bedside.
The soothing water felt so good she took a full twenty minutes, then threw on a pair of sweats before joining her neighbor in the kitchen. Nancy started pouring the coffee as soon as Susie walked in.
"Here you go," Nancy said, setting a cup of hot brew in front of the thankful woman.
Susan's lips turn up into a small smile as she took a sip then set the cup back down. "Mmm, thanks. That machine coffee at the hospital was so bad, I couldn't drink it."
"Well, how is he?"
"He'll be fine," she replied, "thanks to your husband. They had to operate to repair the artery so they have him in a cast and he'll be off his feet for a while, but in a month or so he should be good as new."
"Oh that's wonderful, Susie. I'm so glad to hear that."
"Thanks. You know, sometimes we can lose sight of how much we love somebody. When I saw Kevin lying there in the yard with all that blood, I thought I was going to lose him for sure. Even in the emergency room, he was so white, he looked terrible. All I could think of was, what if he doesn't make it." She pondered for a moment, re-living her fear. "I'll admit he has some rough edges and sometime I feel like I want to kill him myself but I...I don't know what I'd do without him, Nancy...I...I..."
The pressure had finally gotten to her. Worry had kept her other emotions in check but she couldn't hold on any longer. She buried her face in her hands and let the tears gush like a waterfall.
Nance went to her side, put a comforting arm around her shoulders, and let her cry it out.
After a couple minutes, Susan started to compose herself again. "I'm so thankful for Tyler," she whimpered while wiping her eyes. "I don't know how we can ever thank him. He saved Kevin's life."
"Well...you know Tyler; he's being very humble about the whole thing. He says he's just glad he saw it and could do something."
Nancy listened to what Susan had gone through with her husband in the hospital. "How long will he be in there?" she asked.
"They're going to hold him another two or three days, then he'll be coming home. I've got some vacation time coming so I'll work until they release him then I'll stay home until he can get around on his own. At first he's supposed to stay in bed with his leg propped up."
Susan looked at her friend with guilt written across her face. "You know, I feel terrible for even thinking this way, but...well, he's been working four-to-twelve at the plant now and we've hardly even seen each other, except on weekends and those are always so busy..."
Again, Susan showed her guilt as she looked down at the table and took another sip of coffee before continuing.
"Don't get me wrong. I'm not happy this happened, but it'll be nice to be able to spend some time with him, you know what I mean?"
"Of course," Nancy responded. "Tyler's home every night but with the kids we don't really get much quality time together."
"Huh," Susan joked, "too bad our husbands aren't more thoughtful." She saw the perplexed look on Nancy's face. "Well, I'm home alone all night and you're home alone all day. If they switched jobs we'd see them all the time."
"Oh, yeah;" she replied with a chuckle. "I've thought about getting a part-time job so I didn't just sit home every day but it's hard to find one where I could still be home for the kids after school. That's a deal breaker for Tyler."
"Yeah, that's why Kevin and I never had any...well, actually I guess it's been my decision not to have kids. I've always been career oriented. There just never seemed to be a good time..."
Susan just let her words wander off while she seemed to zone out for a second before looking back at Nancy. "Do you think it's too late...to have kids, I mean? Shit, I'm thirty-three years old. Kevin will be forty in a couple years; you think that's too late to start a family?"
"No, not at all, Sue. Hell, women have kids well into their forties these days."
Nancy saw her friend was deep in thought before replying. "Maybe it's time...I mean...something like this happens and it makes you look at things differently, you know. I'll wait until he's feeling better, or course, but when he's well I'm going to talk to Kevin. Suddenly I want more than just a house, I want kids—I want a family."
The two ladies talked until they were all talked out. Finally feeling the exhaustion from her ordeal, Susan announced she was going to bed. On the way back home, Nancy thought over what Susan said about losing track of how much she loved her husband. She felt her eyes well up from shame. She had been guilty of the same thing.
"You're just in time, the kids were just getting ready for bed," Tyler said as she walked in the door. "Isn't that right, kids?"
"Ahhhh," came the protest from the two young-ones.
Without saying a word, Nancy walked up to her man, put her arms around his neck and gave him a passionate kiss. As they pulled apart, Tyler saw the glistening in her eyes.
"Is Kevin okay? You're crying."
A little embarrassed, she wiped the tears away and chuckled. "He's going to be fine. Sue and I were talking about how much our husbands mean to us, that's all. I guess I got a little emotional."
Tyler leaned in and pressed his lips to hers again.
"Geez, why don't you guys get a room," Chris commented from the couch.
Both parents couldn't help but laugh. It forced them to separate again. "Alright, wise guy, that's enough out of you," scolded Tyler, trying to stifle his amusement. "Upstairs, both of you; come on, school tomorrow."
"Oh, okay," groaned the siblings. Chris felt he was too old, but LeAnn gave her mom and dad a big hug and a kiss before running upstairs.
By Monday, things were pretty much back to normal. Nancy got the kids off to school and her husband off to work. As she stood on the front porch, waving goodbye to her departing hero, she looked across the street. Susan's car was gone. She remembered her neighbor said she was going to work until they released Kevin.
With a small sigh, Nancy returned to the kitchen where she cleared the breakfast dishes, then poured herself another cup of coffee. As she had done so many times in the past, she sat and started to daydream about getting a part-time job. She needed something to do. The time between everyone leaving the house and coming home again was like purgatory. How many times can a person clean, go shopping, or watch daytime TV. She'd been doing those things for years and she was bored to tears.
Out of all their friends, she was the only wife who didn't work. Maybe it was time to try again. She'd tried before but was unsuccessful. She had talked it over with Tyler, and although he was unenthusiastic, he was supportive...but only if she could still be there for the kids when they came home from school. That was the problem! There was just nothing around that offered those kinds of hours. She even tried volunteering for some charities but when she told them she'd have to leave by two-thirty they'd tell her to forget about it...in a nice way, of course.
Well, she contemplated, taking another sip of coffee; time to start seriously looking again. Maybe I'll be luckier this time. As she deliberated more about the kind of work that might be available, her mind turned to other thoughts; terrible, shameful thoughts. Thoughts of the reprehensible actions a person was capable of committing out of loneliness and boredom. Her vision clouded and she felt tears finding their way down her cheeks.
A little later in the week, Nancy saw Susan's car still in their drive when Tyler left for work. She ran across the street and rang their bell.
Susan answered looking like she was getting ready to leave the house. "Oh, hi Nancy; I was just getting ready to go pick up Kevin. They're releasing him today."
"I figured that when I saw your car still in the drive. Is there anything I can do to help?"



"Ah, no, not right now, but thanks for asking."
"Sure," Nancy replied. "Well, you know where I'm at if you need anything."
Susan thanked her again then took off for the hospital while Nancy returned home to continue her search for employment. It was a little after noon by the time she saw them drive up. Nancy watched out the window as Susan got out the driver's side, then hurry around the back of the car to open the passenger's side door. She reached into the back seat and pulled out a pair of crutches for her slow moving hubby. Together, they disappeared into the house. Nancy felt an obligation to help Susan and wanted to go over there so bad but decided to respect their privacy. It wasn't until Friday when she thought she'd offer her assistance once again.
Susan invited her in with a big smile.
"I was just on my way to the grocery store and wondered if you needed anything while I was there?" asked Nancy.
"Thanks, but I stocked up before Kevin came home. Right now my fridge is bursting at the seams," Susan chuckled. "But come on in. You want to say hi to Kevin? He's in the bedroom. I'll just go in and make sure he's decent, first."
"No, no; that's okay. I don't want to disturb him, Sue."
"Nonsense," she replied. "You won't be disturbing him. I'm sure he'd love to see someone besides me. I haven't left him alone for the last two days. Come on."
Susan took her hand and led her to the guest room. They stopped just around the corner from the door. Susan spoke loud so Kevin could hear her. "Honey, Nancy came over to see how you're doing. Are you covered up?"
There was no answer.
Nance quickly offered, "Maybe he's asleep. Really...I don't want to bother him."
"No, he's not asleep. I was just in there." Susan raised her voice a little more. "Honey, did you hear me?"
"Ah, yeah, I heard. Okay, I'm covered."
Kevin watched through the doorway as the two ladies rounded the corner and came into view. Even in his condition, seeing them together, Kevin could not help fantasizing about a three-some. A slight smile showed on his face as he pictured it in his mind.
"Hi, Kevin," addressed Nancy, seemingly a little unsure of herself. "How do you feel?"
"Lucky," he told her. "Lucky to be alive, thanks to Tyler."
"Tell her how you did it," Susan said.
"Ah, it seems so stupid, looking back. I don't want everybody to know I'm afraid of snakes."
"It's better than having everyone think you're just plain clumsy," teased his smiling wife.
Kevin told his neighbor the short story behind the accident. It would have probably been funny if it hadn't almost cost him his life.
That night, as her family sat down to dinner, Nancy repeated the accounts of his accident. "I went over and saw Kevin today," she started.
"How's he doing?" asked Tyler.
"He's doing good. He told me what happened that day. You're not going to believe what he was trying to do..."
"I give up," joked Tyler.
"Kill a snake," she resumed.
"A snake," Chris asserted. "The only kind we have around here are Garter Snakes, mom. They can't hurt you."
"Yeah, well it startled him. He must have just past the snake up with the mower and probably scared it. Anyway, it shot right in front of Kevin's feet. He panicked and tried to pull the mower backwards to kill it but he was jumping back at the same time and tripped."
For someone as capable as Tyler, it was hard for him to believe anyone could be so reckless. "Why didn't he let go of the mower? The damn thing's got a kill switch on it. If he'd have let go right away the engine would have died immediately."
"Like I said, he panicked. His hand froze on the handle."
"Geeze," Tyler said, shaking his head, "all that over a Garter Snake. How long has he lived here, for Pete sake. He's never seen a snake before?"
"I think it was just that it surprised him, honey. He also told me to thank you for saving his life. He's really grateful to you. He said a couple of times that he didn't know how he was ever going to repay you. He's hoping you'll go over there so he can thank you in person."
"Tell him it's not necessary, honey. But when you see him again, tell him if he really wants to repay me, he should buy some snake repellant for his yard."
That brought a laugh from everyone around the table.
Over the next few weeks, relations between the two families were getting back to normal, although Nancy and Susan did seem to be closer than they were before the accident. Tyler never did go over to receive his hero's welcome and Kevin started back to working four-to-twelve so their paths didn't cross. It was seven weeks almost to the day, before Kevin saw his chance.
It was mid-morning on a Saturday. Kevin looked out the window and saw Nancy in the front of their house. Both cars were in the drive so it was a good bet Tyler was around somewhere as well.
"Honey, I'm going over to talk to Tyler. I have yet to tell him how grateful I am to him."
"Alright," responded Susan. "Why don't you invite him and Nancy over for dinner tonight. Tell them to bring the kids."
"That sounds like a good idea. I will," he answered on his way out.
Tyler had been working in the garage but had to take a leak. He was just coming out of the bathroom when he glanced out the window and saw Kevin crossing the street. He hadn't talked to him since the accident so he assumed his neighbor was coming over to say thanks. He approached the screen door but stopped short of venturing outside and just watched as Kevin walked up and stood behind Nancy. She was weeding the flower bed under the picture window and was still kneeling in the dirt. She hadn't heard his approach but with almost a sixth sense a chill ran up her back as she felt her neighbor's presence. She stood and backed up to put some space between them.
"What do you want, Kevin?"
Tyler was about to walk outside but hesitated when he recognized his wife's uneasiness. He knew his wife well enough to know when she was tense. Something wasn't right, he could feel it. It didn't take an expert to read their body language. Tyler was getting an uncomfortable feeling. He noticed his wife nervously glancing around, presumably to see if anyone was watching them. What the hell was going on, he wondered? He knew, because of the difference in light, they couldn't see him behind the screen so he stayed out of sight and listened to their conversation.
Kevin's obviously cool reception caught him slightly off guard. "I...um, I came over to talk to Tyler. I still haven't thanked him for saving my life..."
"He's in the back, by the garage," she said curtly cutting him off.
Kevin looked around to make sure Tyler was nowhere in sight before speaking. "And..." he continued, "I thought as long as I'm here I'd, ah - I just thought I'd let you know the doc said I can resume all activities - all of them," he repeated with a snicker. "So, now that all the excitement's over..."
Nancy was hoping she misunderstood his meaning. Surely he couldn't be talking about what she thought he was talking about. She looked him in the eye. "I don't believe you. Are you seriously suggesting we keep screwing each other...after my husband saved your life; this is the way you plan to repay him?"
Suddenly Tyler's whole world was caving in around him. His body froze in place as if he'd just been struck with a bolt of lightning. Still hidden behind the screen door, he stood spellbound as his wife's words reverberated in his head.
"Jesus, Kevin, you really are a pig, aren't you. You don't have a decent bone in your body. Do you have any idea the chance we took? What if Tyler every found out? What if Susan ever found out? At the hospital, she never left your side. She loves you. How can you even think about continuing our dirty little affair?"
"Oh don't give me that shit," Kevin responded snidely. "I never forced you into anything. So Tyler saved my life; I'm grateful, big fucking deal. That doesn't mean we can't still enjoy ourselves. Nothing's really changed. We've already talked about our spouses finding out. There's no way. Who's going see us? No one's around during the day. Everybody in the whole fucking neighborhood works during the day. Tyler's never going to find out about us and neither will Su..."
Kevin never got a chance to finish what he was saying. Both he and Nancy looked over in shock when they heard the screen door fly open.
"YOU SON-OF-A BITCH," screamed Tyler as he leaped from the porch. "I'LL KILL YOU!"
Before his mind could comprehend what was happening, Kevin was dropped by a hard right fist to the side of his head.
The recognition that he had saved the life of the man who was screwing his wife, had enraged Tyler beyond comprehension...beyond reason. He was insane with anger as he jumped on his stunned enemy's chest and wrapped both hands around his throat.
"STOP! STOP! TYLER, YOU'LL KILL HIM," screamed Nancy. With tears streaming down her face, she grabbed his arm and desperately tried to pull it free from the choking man's windpipe. "TYLER!" she screamed again as she unsuccessfully tried to break his grip.
Kevin could feel his air supply being cut off. Terrified, he looked into the eyes of a mad man. Instinctively, he seized Tyler's wrists and tried to pry them from his throat. He gagged and gasped for a single breath. He tried twisting his body and kicking. He bucked with his hips, attempting to throw his assailant off, but nothing worked.
Only the shrill scream from a eight year old could penetrate the fury of her father's wrath. "DADDY, DADDY..." cried LeAnn.
It was like dumping a bucket of cold water over his head. Tyler looked up and into the petrified expression on his daughter's face. His grip relaxed. Now with tears of his own, his heart pounded from the pain of knowing how he had almost killed a man in the presence of his little girl.
He quickly stood, picked her up, and clutched her in a protective embrace. "I'm sorry, honey. Daddy's so sorry," he cried. "I didn't mean to scare you, pumpkin. It's okay," he said as he carried the scared little girl back into the house and away from the two cheaters.
Nancy was almost hysterical. She thought for sure, her husband was going to kill her co-adulterer. She knelt in the grass, hunched over with both hands covering her face and her forehead almost hitting her knees. Her body convulsed with each sob. She didn't even hear the frantic voice approaching from across the street.
"MY GOD, WHAT HAPPENED?" yelled Sue as she ran to the scene.
Ken had rolled over on his side. His face was bright red and he was bleeding from a gash over his left eye. He was still coughing and gasping for air. Sue dropped to her knees and cradled his head in her arms. She hadn't seen what happened, only the aftermath. She looked to Nancy for answers.
"Nancy, what happened? Who...where's Tyler?" But her friend was lost in her own world of despair and unable to answer.
Kevin was still rasping with every breath but was at least getting some air into his lungs. His voice was barely audible as he tried to speak. "Hel...help me..." he choked out as he struggled to get up.
"Where's Tyler?" cried Susan. "Who did this to you? My God!"
"Pleas...please, just help me up," he responded without answering.
Anxiously, Susan reached under his arm and helped as he grappled to his feet. She gave him as much support as she could but was also worried about her neighbor. "What about Nancy?" she asked, looking back over her shoulder.
"She'll..." he was still choking for air. "She'll be okay."
Susan felt guilty leaving her alone but had to help her husband first. With his wife's assistance, Kevin limped his way back home.
"Tell me what happened?" she cried again as the bewildered woman helped her beaten husband into a chair.
Kevin had no idea what to tell her. He had already made up his mind he wasn't going to call the cops. He still clung to the slightest hope he'd somehow be able to keep his wife from finding out the truth, although now he felt that was a long shot. He held up his hand and begged for time to get catch his breath again while trying to come up with some kind of story.
"Come on," Susan said, helping him out of the chair. "Let's go in the bathroom and take care of that eye. Then you're going to tell me what happened."
"Ouch," Kevin winced and pulled away as his wife started cleaning up the blood.
Once she got a better look at the cut..."Oh, Kevin, this is deep. You're going to need stiches. Come on," she said handing him the wash cloth. "Press this against the cut and get in the car. I'm taking you to the ER."
Across the street, Tyler was doing his best to explain his burst of temper to his daughter while his wife still sat in their lawn seeing her entire life flash before her eyes. Even though she'd never seen Tyler anywhere near that angry before, she had no worries for the welfare of their child or her own safety.
Nancy languished in grief and fear. She was at a complete loss and had no idea what to do. She had to face him, but how. Her tears subsided as her mind turned toward the impending confrontation.
Just as she'd been doing secretly for weeks, she cursed herself for surrendering to her boredom and doing something so selfish and stupid, only now her self-loathing took on a whole new dimension. Before it was from guilt; now she was face to face with everything she risked, everything she could lose.
It had been a good ten or twelve minutes before Nancy even tried summoning the courage to stand. She took two steps and supported herself with the porch railing while wiping her eyes again. Her entire body shook with fright. Cautiously, she entered the home she'd shared with her loving family.
While backing out of their drive, Susan caught a glimpse of her good friend as she entered the house and was relieved to see she appeared to be okay. In her mind, she couldn't begin to comprehend what could have happened but her questions would have to wait. At that moment she had to get her husband to the emergency.
***
Tyler was sitting in the living room with LeAnn in his lap. Her little arms wrapped around her father as she rested her head on his chest. Remnants of tears could still be seen on her rosy cheeks. The man who almost killed their neighbor just a few minutes earlier, now softly hummed a soothing lullaby while he rocked his little girl back and forth.
Nancy looked at the loving scene and had a premonition of it all being taken from her. That fear was increased when she saw the hatred in his eyes as Tyler glared at her.
"I...I'm so sorry, Tyler," she whispered. "I never meant..."
She let the words drift into nothingness as he looked away. He wasn't interested in hearing her pitiful apologies. Her heart felt as if it had just shattered into little pieces. She hadn't even a glimmer of hope for saving her marriage, the look that Tyler had just given her, foretold of impending doom. Just that fast, the wonderful life they had built as a family was gone...and for what, she asked herself? For nothing but trying to add a little excitement to her dull, lonely days; never, never had she ever even considered anyone finding out. It was their secret, just the two of them. No one was supposed to get hurt. No one was ever supposed to know.
Nancy climbed the stairs as if they led to a gallows. Her grief was almost too much to handle. Briefly, thoughts of ending it flashed through her mind. She strayed into their bedroom and closed the door behind her. She sat on the edge of the bed and raised her head to stare at the evil woman looking back at her from the dressing table mirror.
Uncontrollable tears flooded her eyes as she leaned over and buried her face into the pillow.
***
"Now," demanded an angry Susan while driving back from the hospital, "tell me what happened! Who did this to you?"
Kevin had been desperately trying to think of something to tell his wife but had come up blank. He told the doctor he was trying to unjam a cabinet door and when it finally let loose it flew back and hit him. The doc seemed to accept his story but Susan knew better and she wasn't dumb. He didn't see any other choices but to come clean and throw himself on her mercy.
"Sue, I...I love you. Before I tell you what happened, I want you to know that. No matter what happens, you have to believe me when..."
Susan glanced over and looked into her husband's tearing eyes; suddenly it hit her. "You...you're having an affair," she muttered almost as if in shock. "It was somebody's husband, wasn't it. Oh my God, who...someone I know?"
Kevin just hung his head and stayed quiet while his shocked wife started running through the possibilities. Was it someone she knew? When? When did he have time? It had to be during the day...before he went to work.
As Susan was pulling back into their drive she looked across the street remembering her neighbor kneeling in the lawn, crying. That's when it all came together. My God, she thought, Nancy was home all day...and she was so close; the kids were in school, all the neighbors worked..."You're having an affair with Nancy?" she blurted out. Her heart didn't want to believe it, but her mind knew it was true. "Tyler beat you up, didn't he? He found out..." Almost as if in a trance, she stepped from the car.
Kevin raced around the hood and approached her, looking for forgiveness.
Without even waiting for him to say anything, she lashed out and slapped him hard across the face.
"I'm sorry; I'm so very sorry," he whimpered.
Susan's ire rose almost to that of her neighbor's. "That bitch," she said out loud. "All this time, pretending to be my friend and all the while screwing around with my husband behind my back!"
She looked at the sniveling man she had loved so much. "And you, I...I can't believe you'd do this. How could you? Damn it, Keven, we just started talking about having a family."
"We still can," he said sounding hopeful. "It...it just kind of happened, but it's over...honest. That's what I was telling Nancy when Tyler overheard us. I'm so sorry, honey..."
His apology was cut short with another stinging slap across his face.
"Don't you call me that...no more, never again! You lost the right to call me honey, you...oh God," she cried out. "I just can't believe this. What a nightmare."
"Please," he whined again. He went to reach for her. "I'm so sor..."
Susan backed up, out of his reach. "I want you out of this house," she stated, not waiting for him to finish yet another apology. "Pack your bags and get out."
"Sue, no...please; where...where would I go? Please, I..."
"I don't care where you go. Sleep in the streets for all I care, but if you're not out of this house in an hour I'll have Tyler come over and throw you out." It was her last word on the subject. She turned her back on him and went inside the house. Her heart pounded like a drum as she poured herself some coffee and then exited into the patio. It was her favorite spot. She decided to sit out there and contemplate her life without Kevin. Only then did the tears start to fall.
***
Tyler was finally able to calm LeAnn down. She returned to the back deck to play with her dolls.
Tyler was lost. His wife was up stairs doing whatever...he didn't know. Maybe she was packing, maybe trying to think of a way to lie her way out of it...who knew. He didn't, and he really didn't care.
At the moment he was more concerned with Kevin. His hate for the man was festering. All he could think about was the fact that he had saved the life of the man who ruined his. If he'd only known...he could have stood over him and laughed as the life-giving blood gushed from his body. The thought made him smile.
He was deep in thought when he heard someone calling his name. He looked up and saw Susan standing in the doorway.



"What is it, Susan?"
"Where is she, Tyler? That bitch who called herself my friend-where is she?"
"Ah," he had just realized he'd been sitting at the kitchen table, lost in his dreams of mayhem. He had been oblivious to his surroundings and the time. "I'm not sure. Check up stairs, if she's not there then I honestly have no idea."
Without saying another word, Susan turned around and marched up the stairs. She found her former friend lying on the bed. It looked as if she'd cried herself to sleep. Susan felt no pity for her. She grabbed the sleeping woman by the hair and pulled her upright.
"Oooow!" Nancy yelled waking up with a painful fright. Automatically, her hands reached to free herself, but that just made Susan tighten her grip even more.
"You bitch," she growled as she forcefully jerked her rival's head back and forth with a vengeance.
Nancy's face was scrunched up in pain as she continued trying to free her golden mane from her neighbor's retaliation. With one hard yank Susan pulled the helpless woman toward her and started to slap her on the side of her head.
Nancy brought her hands up in defense to block the blows but didn't try fighting back; she was too demoralized.
"I just threw my worthless husband out of the house. I hope you're happy," Susan spewed as she finally released her battered victim with a hard push backwards.
"I'm so sorry," Nancy spoke in a pathetic sounding voice. "We never meant to hurt anybody."
"Save it," barked Susan. "I just came over to tell you not to ever speak to me again. NEVER, you hear me, bitch...NEVER! You stay away from me!"
Susan left her contemptible neighbor sitting on the bed and went back down stairs. She noticed Tyler still sitting at the kitchen table. "I don't know what you're going to do, Tyler, but I just kicked my husband out. I...I just..." She couldn't even complete her thought. There were no words to reduce the pain.
Tyler just looked at her with a blank stare. "Was she up there?"
"Yes, she's in your bedroom. I warned her to stay away from me."
When it looked like he wasn't going to offer anymore, Susan turned and was about to leave when he finally spoke again.
"I wish I had let him die, Susan. That day-if I had known, I would have let him bleed to death."
She knew it was the grief and the anger talking. Tyler was one of the nicest guys she knew. "I doubt that, Tyler. I think I know you better than that. Even if you had known you'd have done the same thing you did."
"Huh," he replied with a sneer. "You think so?"
"Yes...yes I do. You're too good a person to let someone die, even when that person is your mortal enemy."
Susan had only been gone a little while when Tyler heard the back door fly open.
"Hey, dad, LeAnn said you beat up Mr. Cermak; is that true?"
Chris had been playing at a friend's house down the block but had come home for lunch. His outburst had provoked his dad back to reality once again. He stumbled for a suitable answer.
"I...ah, I didn't beat him up. I got angry about something he said and knocked him down, that's all. I shouldn't have done it. It's not something I'm proud of."
The explanation did nothing to curb Chris' enthusiasm over bragging rights when he went back to school. "He must have said something really bad to get you that mad. What'd he say?"
"Never mind. That's between him and me. Like I said, Chris, I'm not proud of it so let's just drop it; and don't go spreading it all over the neighborhood, either. This is no one's business-hear me?"
"Yeah," Chris relented, "I hear you."
"What are you doing home, anyway? I thought you were spending the day at Bobby's?"
When Chris told his dad he got hungry, Tyler checked the time. He couldn't believe it was one-thirty in the afternoon. He called LeAnn in and fixed them both some lunch before climbing the stairs.
Nancy was still sitting on the edge of the bed. She had no tears left. She stared into space as her mind churned up lonely, desolate images of her future life. The feeling of another presence in the room struck her with fear as she saw Tyler standing in the doorway.
"I just fixed the kids some lunch. Get cleaned up and join us. They're asking questions. I think it'd be a good idea to at least try to act like things are okay in front of them...for a little while, anyway," he stated in flat tones.
Before Nancy could respond he turned his back and calmly walked back down stairs. She had known Tyler for sixteen years. He was a warm, compassionate, caring man; not at all like the unemotional, indifferent person who had just spoken to her. A real sense of loss invaded her soul as she teetered to the bathroom to wash her face.
Chris was almost done eating when he realized he hadn't seen his mother. "Where's mom?"
"Right here," she answered, coming into the kitchen. "I was tired so I laid down for a while." Solemnly, Nancy walked to the counter and poured herself a cup of coffee before sitting down.
"Hey, mom, did you hear what dad did to Mr. Cermak?"
"Chris," his father scolded, "I told you to drop it. I don't want to hear any more about it, now I mean it."
"Okay," Chris responded before taking another bite from his sandwich.
LeAnn was quiet throughout lunch and both parents could see the morning's events were still bothering her but no more was said about it until later that night when Tyler and Nancy went to bed.
It was a three bedroom home; Christopher had one, LeAnn had one, and the master. The only other place to sleep, other than in his own bed, was the couch and Tyler wasn't about to start sleeping there. Uncharacteristically, he watched a late movie in hopes his cheating wife would be sound asleep by the time he hit the sack but he could hear her quietly weeping as he started to undress.
He crawled under the sheet and turned his back to her.
"What are you going to do?" she softly asked between sobs.
"Divorce you."
Even through the armor forged by his anger, she could hear the anguish in his words. "I'm sorry, Tyler. I never meant to hurt you. I was just so bored and alone all the time. When Kevin went on nights he started coming over for coffee. We..."
"Shut up and go to sleep, Nancy. I don't care why or how it happened; it happened, that's all that counts."
As far as Tyler was concerned, he was already divorced. It was cut and dry. He would get the ball rolling as soon as he got into the office on Monday. He rolled over on his back again. He never could get comfortable on his side. As he stared at the ceiling, dark thoughts crept their way into his mind; thoughts like no others he'd ever had, thoughts of mayhem. He wondered if he had the balls to kill someone...well, not just anyone—Kevin. Of course he knew he didn't but just fantasizing about it might help him get to sleep...it worked.
Sunday was hard on the kids. It was their first inkling that there was real trouble in their wonderful family unit. In the morning they all went to church like usual but neither Tyler nor Nancy did any socializing after the services. Tyler literally ignored the minister as he walked out and to the car. Nancy was right behind him with the kids in tow. She gave a sheepish grin to the stunned reverend as she also passed without a word.
For LeAnn and Chris, Sunday afternoons were tradition. The Sunday paper was always on their front porch when they got home from church. Everyone would go upstairs and change out of their good clothes then their dad and mom would make dinner while Chris and his sister would read the comics. They always laid on the floor, side by side with the paper sprawled out in front of them so Chris could help his little sister with words she didn't understand.
It was always such a warm, loving family atmosphere.
On this particular Sunday, after changing clothes, Tyler emerged from the bedroom alone and closed the door behind him as he went downstairs to start dinner. LeAnn was next to exit her bedroom and just caught sight of her father as he disappeared down the stairs. It was unusual for her parent's bedroom door to be closed. As she quietly approached, she could hear her mother crying on the other side.
Fearfully, her tiny hand reached the doorknob and slowly turned. LeAnn peeked in and saw her mother spread face down, diagonally across the bed. She was still wearing her good clothes.
Nancy didn't even feel her daughter's weight as she sat on the bed. It wasn't until LeAnn tried to comfort her mommy by stroking her long, blond hair, that she was aware of her daughter's presence.
"Oh, LeAnn, what are you doing in here?" she sniveled while trying to wipe her tears away as discreetly as possible.
"Why is daddy so mad?"
Nancy sat up next to her daughter and put her arm around her. "Honey, mommy did something very bad and daddy is mad at me, but only me. Please don't think he's mad at you because he's not...not at all."
Just then, Chris, who heard voices, came in and sat down on the other side of his mother. "This is about dad beating up Mr. Cermak yesterday, isn't it."
Nancy was at a loss for words. She had no idea how to explain what was going on. She stared into her son's face, trying to think of something to say when Chris almost killed her with his next statement.
"I know what adultery is, mom."
Nancy's hand shot to her mouth and her eyes immediately flooded with new tears. She'd forgotten how much smarter kids were today. In her day there was no internet. People didn't talk as openly about sex like they did today.
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry," she blubbered, laying her head on her son's shoulder. Her whole body shook with her sobs while LeAnn hugged her from the other side.
Even though Chris knew the meaning of the word, he was still too young to understand the emotional and psychological implications of adultery. Never having experienced the kind of love one feels for a mate, he didn't understand how deeply the wounds of betrayal could cut into a person's soul. Not reaching manhood yet, he didn't understand the humiliation and heartbreak of feeling like less of a man.
He reached his arm around his mother to try and reassure her. "Dad won't stay mad forever, mom. It'll be alright, you'll see."
Nancy knew the naiveté of her son's words but she wasn't about to dash his hopes. She squeezed both children with the affection only a loving mother could have. "Okay, guys. Go on down stairs now and let me get dressed so I can help your dad with dinner."
The two young-ones scrambled off the bed and headed to the living room. Chris saw the tears in his little sister's eyes.
"Don't worry," he told her while putting his arm around her, "things will work out."
"I hope so," she whimpered back.
"What does a...adult..."
"Adultery?" Chris said, helping her out.
"Yeah, adultery; what does it mean?"
"Ah, I don't think mom or dad would like me telling you, sis. You should probably ask one of them...but I'd wait a little while. I...I really think we should stay out of it. I think dad's going to need some time to get over being mad and I think we should just leave them alone for a while."
"Okay," LeAnn said as they both reached the bottom of the stairs. "I sure hope dad stops being mad, soon."
***
Tyler tried his very best to be nice to Nancy for the kid's sake and pretty much pulled it off. The day slipped by without incident or a cross word. That night Nancy debated on telling Tyler about her conversation with Chris and LeAnn. She finally decided he should be informed.
"The kids know," she said softly.
"What do you mean, know-know what?"
"They know I was having sex with Kevin," she said with her shame almost dripping from every word.
"How," he said sliding up the bed and bracing his back against the headboard in an agitated action. "I didn't tell them, did you?"
"No, no. Kids today are a lot smarter about things than we were at that age. Chris knew about you beating up Kevin and it's obvious we're having problems...he put two and two together."
"Shit. What about LeAnn?"
"Chris used the term, adultery, in front of her but I don't think she knows what it means...not yet anyway. I'm sure it won't take her long, though. Right now she knows there's something seriously wrong but that's all."
"Damn it," he cursed. "I've been trying all day to think of ways to make this easier on the kids...some way to cushion the blow for them."
His words were discouraging. "That...that means you're definitely going to file for a divorce?"
"I'm sorry, Nancy. I...you have no idea what this has done to me. I never thought..."
It was too early for Tyler to talk about it. His thoughts were still incoherent and flashing through his brain like outraged bolts of lightning.
"Just go to sleep, Nancy. I don't want to talk about it," he said while sliding back down into bed and turning his back to her.
***
The next morning was the first time in all her years as Tyler's secretary that Charlene saw her boss walk in without a big grin on his face. She knew immediately something was wrong; not just because he wasn't smiling but his whole demeanor seemed different.
It had been less than forty-eight hours since learning of his wife's infidelity. Tyler was operating on adrenaline and anger; he couldn't let go of the anger. If he did he would fall to pieces. Right now it was his only defense mechanism.
"Good morning," she cautiously addressed him.
"Good morning, Charlene."
He walked behind his secretary's desk to pour himself a cup of coffee from the pot she always had brewing. She watched him from the corner of her eye as he took a small sip of nectar. He brought the cup down to his waist and held it in both hands while briefly seeming to zone out. Finally he spoke again.
"Char, I found out over the weekend that my wife has been sleeping with another man ..."
"Wha...what? Nancy? Tyler, oh my God, I'm so sor..."
"Can you make some calls and find me a good divorce lawyer, please," he said without letting her finish saying she was sorry.
"Okay, sure," she replied. "Tyler, are...are you sure?"
"Oh I'm sure. I damn near killed the mother-fucker," he said, walking into his office and closing the door behind him.
Okay, I have work to do, he told himself as he sat down at his desk; but as he looked at the customer file in front of him, he began to wonder how hard and how risky it would be to hire an assassin.
As the day wore on, the mental and consequently physical anguish continued to rip through the souls of all concerned.
Nancy sat at home and stared at the walls for most of the day. She hadn't eaten anything. The way her insides were twisted into knots, there was no way she'd be able to keep anything down. Tears flowed from her eyes again and again as she wondered how many more loved ones would be hurt by her adultery. There was no question her parents and the kids would suffer. Her selfishness was about to change the lives of everyone she held dear.
Why...why did she let it happen? She wasn't a kid. She knew what they were doing was wrong-but at the time it just seemed so exciting. It offered her a little thrill in her hum-drum existence. Not that the sex was thrilling, it was extremely mediocre. It was the danger, the threat of being discovered; of course the threat was just perceived—it wasn't real; no way would they ever be discovered. She had to face it; they did it because both she and Kevin thought they'd get away with it. At some point, Kevin would go back on days and it would be over with no one ever being the wiser. In years to come, when she was feeling lonely and depressed she'd be able to look back at her secret little affair and smile with the knowledge that she was naughty and got away with it. Only it didn't work out like that.
While Nancy sat, pondering the loss of the man she loved, Susan was having similar notions...but from a different perspective. Try as she did to concentrate, her mind kept drifting to thoughts of Kevin and her back-stabbing neighbor. She couldn't get over the humiliation of having Nancy in her home while Kevin was convalescing; the private joke they shared as they laughed at her behind her back. Vehemently, she fought back tears. She had already made up her mind that a cheating husband wasn't worth crying over, but that was easier said than done. She still loved him. Maybe in time it would wear off but she couldn't just stop loving him. As she reached for the box of tissues on her desk she noticed the time. Where ever he was, her soon to be ex would be getting ready for work.
***
Kevin stepped out of the motel shower and jumped at the sound of a car door slamming outside his room. He had been drunk most of the weekend and hadn't realized how much on edge he was until that moment. Still naked, he rushed to the window and peeked through the blinds to make sure it wasn't Tyler. His hand trembled as he bent the blind open just enough to watch a stranger pull his suitcase from the backseat of a company owned Chevy and head for the room next to his. False alarm this time, he thought, but he remembered the hate in Tyler's eyes and was convinced that someday he'd come after him.
He'd never been hated by anyone before—not like that. It was disturbing to know there was someone in the world who hated him enough to want to kill him. He had no idea what to do. He couldn't go through the rest of his life looking over his shoulder...
Damn, he told himself, I'm getting paranoid. Tyler doesn't even know where I am. I don't think he'd really try to kill me...I...I don't think...
***
While all this was going on, Tyler finally decided hiring an assassin was too risky; besides, he'd want to be there. He'd want to watch the light go out in Kevin's eyes. He sighed; she's right, he told himself, I couldn't do it anyway.
"Tyler," called the voice of his secretary through the intercom. "I have a recommendation for a divorce lawyer. His name is Lou Hunt. I have it on good authority that he's an excellent attorney. Do you want me to set up an appointment?"
"Ah, yeah, thanks, Char; that'll be great, the sooner the better."
At one o'clock that very afternoon, Tyler sat in the presence of an elderly, white haired man who appeared to know marital law like the back of his hand. For two hours they discussed every aspect of what he could look forward to. He told his attorney what he wanted and in response, his attorney told him what he could expect. Tyler didn't think anything he heard sounded unreasonable and instructed the wise man to draw up the paperwork. As soon as it was ready he would present it to his wife and sit down to discuss the terms of the agreement with her.
After returning to the office he had a short conversation with a very concerned Charlene.
"How did it go?" she asked.
She had worked for him for years. She was more than a colleague, she was a friend. In fact, he and Nancy had gone out with her and her husband, Brad, on several occasions and they always got a table together at company parties.
"It went okay," he replied, then stopped and thought for a second. "You know—part of me wants revenge. Part of me wants to make her life miserable and cut her off from getting a penny in the divorce, but I can't do that. I have to think of the kids. I want to make the transition as easy as possible for them and forcing them into an apartment somewhere...having them watch their mother trying to scrimp and save to meet the bills every month isn't the way to do it.
"We came up with what I think is a fair settlement. She'll have to work. I'm done paying for her to sit at home so she can screw other men, but the kids will be able to stay in the house, keep their friends, and go to the same school. It'll be pretty expensive for me, at least for a while, but it's nothing I can't handle."



"I...I just find this so hard to believe," lamented his secretary with a sigh. "If there's anything Brad or I can do..."
"Thanks, Char; I wish there was but there's nothing anyone can do at this point." With those parting words he turned and disappeared behind his office door.
The rest of the day was pretty productive. Tyler was able to focus better now that he seemed to be getting control of things again. Between the work flow, he thought about the kids and decided it would be better to tell them over the weekend. That way they'd have a day or two before having to go back to school.
Next he thought about an apartment. There was a new complex that opened a couple months earlier. He drove right by it on his way to work every day. It was about half-way between work and his home...perfect. He decided he'd stop in on his lunch hour later in the week and see what they had to offer.
Char poked her head in the doorway. "Tyler, it's almost five. Is there anything you need before I go?"
In disbelief, he glanced at the clock on his desk. The day seemed to be over before it started. "No thanks, Char, everything's good. I'll see you tomorrow."
She told him again how sorry she was and reiterated she was there if he needed her, then retreated back to her office, covered her computer screen and left for home.
Tyler wasn't so anxious. Home wasn't home anymore. It was just a place to eat and sleep. Well, that wasn't exactly true. He still got to play with the kids. He took a deep sigh and tried to relax. Tyler needed somewhere to think but drowning his sorrows in some bar just wasn't his style. He wanted solitude; someplace where he could be alone with his thoughts.
He remembered a small patch of rocky beach along Lake Michigan where he used to go as a kid. He wondered if it was still there, then he wondered if he could even find it again. Hell, he thought, even if I could find it everything is probably all built up around there. I doubt it still offers the seclusion it once did. Still...
Tyler found a safe place to park the car and got out to look around. He spotted only two homes that he didn't remember. To his surprise the field was still there and the sounds of the surf just beyond the ridge took him back twenty-five years. For a few minutes he forgot why he was there. Almost child-like he trekked through the tall, windswept grass until he stood atop the crest leading down to the shore. God, he said to himself, it's still there—just like it was so many years ago.
He leaned to one side and steadied himself with his hand as he made his way down the steep decline. It was almost as if he was frozen in time. Tyler climbed up on the big rock and sat just as he'd done as boy. He closed his eyes and felt the breeze wafting from the lake and blowing through his hair. The only sound was the surf lapping at the rocks and the air had a clean, fresh scent.
It was the first time since Saturday that Tyler was able to push aside his anger and be human again. He slumped back against the hard granite and looked down at the water's foam pushing its way up the sand. He thought back to happier times. An unconscious smile stretch across his lips as he remembered seeing his son wrapped in his mother's arms for the very first time.
A tidal wave of memories followed. They had built such a full, wonderful life together; a life of love and passion, of happiness and sorrows, of defeats and triumphs, a life he envisioned that they would continue to build and share until the end of their days.
For a moment he became annoyed with himself for allowing his anger to fade—its absence created a void, a void that grief, disappointment, self-doubt, humiliation, and heartache rushed to fill. He dropped his head in his hands and sobbed.
It was a little after eight o'clock by the time Tyler returned home.
"Daddy, daddy, you're late," LeAnn announced as she ran up and jumped into her father's arms. "Mommy was worried about you."
"She was? Well, daddy's a big boy, you know. It's okay for him to be late once in a while," he said jokingly. "Did you do your homework?"
"Yup," she happily replied, "it's all done. Mommy helped me."
"She did? She's such a nice mommy, isn't she."
LeAnn nodded her head emphatically.
Still holding his young daughter, Tyler wrinkled his nose and made her laugh by nuzzling behind her ear while making grunting noises. It was almost a ritual—one he was going to miss tremendously.
He set LeAnn down and walked into the kitchen. Chris was sitting at the table, hovering over his own homework.
"How was your day," asked Tyler as he laid a hand on his son's shoulder.
"It was okay. I got a "B" on that algebra test."
"Great job, you need any help with what you're working on?" Tyler proudly asked.
"No thanks, dad, I've got it covered."
Tyler playfully mussed his son's hair as he looked up at his nervous wife. She gave him a small smile. "Are you hungry? I just put dinner away but I can warm it up in no time."
"Just a little," he replied. "I'm not very hungry."
Later, that evening he made sure he read LeAnn's favorite bedtime story to her. As he finished and bent down to kiss her goodnight, his heart saddened knowing how precious those moments would be in the future.
When Tyler returned to the living room he found Nancy on the couch. He walked over and sat beside her. He bowed his head and spoke quietly.
"I...I don't understand. You, LeAnn, Chris—you're my whole world. In all the years we've know each other, I've never once put you or the kids second in my life...never. Why? Is he so much better in bed? Is that it? I...I know I said I didn't care before but I have to know why."
Nancy was overwhelmed with guilt and remorse. Again, tears flooded her eyes as her mind spun with pain from her husband's caustic plea for an explanation.
"Oh please, please, Tyler, stop, I beg you," she cried softly. "No, no, no, he wasn't better in bed, in fact... Oh God Tyler, I never meant to hurt you...NEVER!" she emphasized. "You have to believe that. I love you! I love you so very much."
"That's what you keep saying, Nancy, but your actions say something different. We made a commitment to each other-forsake all others; remember? We swore and oath to each other. We swore to love, honor, and cherish one another until death do us part; having an affair, screwing other men-what kind of way is that to honor my love for you? I...I..."
For the second time he felt his eyes welling with pain. He looked away from his wife just in time for a lonely tear to break free and start to trickle down his face. Tyler quickly rubbed it away.
"I love you too, Nancy; and when this is all over I'm sure I'll still love you, but you've broken the trust, the bond between us that says we belong to each other and no one else. God, Nancy, you broke my heart-whether you meant to or not, you did. I have to know why. I have to know how it happened."
She took a deep breath and hoped she could explain things in a way that would spare her husband as much pain as possible. "Tyler, I've done so much soul searching and it's still hard for even me to understand. It wasn't any one thing. I think it was a lot of little things.
"Kevin started coming over when they put him on nights. At first I think it was just to have somebody listen to him bitch. He hated the night shift and for the first few days all he did was vent. After a while, he learned to live with it but was still coming over two or three times a week. I enjoyed his company and started looking forward to his visits. I was so lonely and he was someone to talk to...an adult. This went on for a couple of weeks, Tyler, and it was all very innocent."
"Innocent?"
"Yes, in the beginning there was no thought of doing anything, at least not on my end."
Tyler broke in. "If that was true then why didn't you tell me he was coming over? You never ever mentioned it."
"I know. I thought about telling you but you never seemed to really like him. You were neighborly but it was more like you just tolerated him; not to mention the fact that I knew how you would feel about me being alone with a man in the house. I was afraid you'd tell him not to come over anymore.
"Now I wish that had been exactly how it played out, but at the time I saw nothing wrong with having some company during the day. We talked about family life, world affairs, politics, local issues...anything and everything. But then he started talking about sex and what he and Susan did in the bedroom. I told him it was none of my business but he seemed to dwell on it. He liked to brag about how many times he could get her to cum and how long he could last. I was very uncomfortable with the conversations at first, but after a while it just kind of became part of our regular repertoire.
"Then he started making crude remarks about me. According to him they were compliments. He'd say things like I had a really fine ass, and my tits were to die for...things like that. Then he got even more brazen and started telling me what he'd like to do to me in bed. I should have stopped it, I know. It wasn't right to let a man talk to me like that, but...well, I've never had anyone talk to me like that before. It just seemed like a little naughty fun and we weren't really hurting anyone."
Tyler was having a hard time listening but it was what he needed to hear. "You had to know what he was leading up to, Nancy."
"No...well, I guess maybe I did in the back of my mind, but I just figured I wouldn't let it go that far. Then one day I was wiping off the counter with my back to him. I was wearing a pair of shorts, nothing sexy—I think it was my green ones. You've seen them, there's nothing sexy about them. Anyway, Kevin snuck up behind me. I didn't even know he was there until he reached around and slid his hand down my shorts and inside my panties. I tried to struggle but he had me pinned up against the counter. I yelled at him, I warned him to stop but instead he took his other hand and undid the button on the side and pulled the zipper down so he had more room. He had his hand all way down to my crotch and was fingering me. It...it was like I was in shock, I couldn't believe what was happening. For a minute I thought he was going to rape me.
"I finally got my wits about me again and managed to pull his hand out of my pants. Then I got enough room to turn around and slap him...hard. He got angry and stormed out without saying a word. I...I thought of telling you but you would have just gone over there and beat the crap out of him and I didn't want to cause trouble between him and Susan so I didn't say anything."
Nancy heard her husband sigh but so far he was still listening so she continued.
"The first week he didn't come back I thought good riddens, but by the second week I was starting to miss his company. The third week I was really feeling lonely again. Even with all the crude talk I missed our conversations. After a month I was sorry I slapped him.
"After five or six weeks, I was sitting at the kitchen table feeling sorry for myself again when I heard the front door. I looked up and saw Kevin walking in. He didn't even knock. I didn't realize it but I'm sure I must have been smiling because he knew I was glad to see him. I think it made him just all that much bolder. He sat down and asked for a cup of coffee. I put a cup on the table in front of him and started to pour. When I did he reached out and started to run his hand up my leg, under my dress.
"I stepped back and told him he can't do that. It was wrong, we were both married. He told me to look around. He said the kids were in school, all the neighbors were at work; who the hell was ever going to know. He grabbed ahold of my dress and pulled me closer. I knew if I stopped him again he'd leave and probably not come back. I was so torn as to what to do. I tried to do the right thing, I really did. I told him if he didn't behave himself he'd have to leave but somehow he knew it was an empty threat. In the end I just stood there while he felt me up.
"I'm so sorry, Tyler," she said as she started to cry again. "I...I know I never should have let him do that. I just couldn't bear the thought of being all alone again, so..."
"So you let him fuck you," Tyler said, finishing her sentence for her.
Nancy just nodded her head as the tears flowed. "Be...before I knew it," she said between sobs, "I was bending over the table with Kevin taking me from behind." With that she broke out blubbering uncontrollably.
Tyler got up and headed for the kitchen to get her some water. As he stood at the sink waiting for the glass to fill he wondered if that had been the only time they'd fucked. If so maybe he could forgive her, maybe they could find a way back to each other...maybe with help...counseling...
On the way back into the living room he thought about asking her if it was only that once, but he wasn't sure she wouldn't lie to him. Quickly he came up with a better plan; one that would probably render the truth. Tyler returned to his crying wife's side. "Here, drink some water," he said, handing her the glass.
Nancy took a few sips and dried her eyes. She was starting to calm down.
"So, that was the first time then things escalated from there," he stated, not as a question but as a matter of fact. He held his breath, hoping she would refute his assumption of more fuck sessions but his last ounce of hope was dashed as he watched her slowly nodding her head.
"That night I felt so guilty. I swore I'd never let Kevin touch me again..."
"Then why did you? My God, woman, how could you keep fucking him like that?"
"I don't know. Like I said, it was a bunch of things. As ashamed and guilty as I felt, I had built up some resentment about you not letting me work. Even though you were never to find out, in my own mind it was a way of punishing you—getting back at you. I told myself I had been vulnerable and it was your fault. There was something else, too. I had never had anyone be that aggressive with me...to just take me sexually like that. There was a sense of daring. We had done something evil and had gotten away with it. It was like taking a bite of the apple," she replied.
"Apple...what apple, what the hell are you talking about?" he asked, desperately trying to understand her motives.
"The forbidden fruit—like in Adam and Eve. It...it was...I don't know...intoxicating in a way. Even though we knew we would never get caught there was always that small element of danger involved. It made it exciting."
"But you did get caught, didn't you," he said with the pain returning in his voice.
His sad statement brought on another round of tears as Nancy validated his statement by nodding her head again.
"That day he cut himself brought it all home. I stood there watching and thought of how ironic it was for you to be saving the life of the man who was screwing your wife. I asked myself how I could have betrayed you like that. The guilt was overbearing. When we got back to the house, I was having a tough time holding it together. I knew I'd never let him touch me again and I thought he'd have enough of a conscience to think the same way. I couldn't believe it when he said he wanted to pick up where we left off. Then, when you came flying off the porch like that and I knew you had heard us, I wanted to die. I can't even image how deeply I've hurt you, Tyler. God-that was the last thing in the world I ever wanted to happen."
"You do realize there's no going back from this, Nancy."
Her shoulders slumped, her head bowed, and her eyes closed with the sound of her happy home-life coming to a close. "I know," was all she could manage to get out.
"I wasn't going to mention it until I had the papers in my hand but there's no sense in stalling. I saw a lawyer today. We hashed out a settlement that I think is more than fair, under the circumstances."
Nancy broke into hysterics, brought her knees to her chest and slumped to the corner of the couch in the fetal position. It was the moment of truth for both of them. There was no more to be said.
Unknown to the two miserable souls in the living room, there was one more heart that was crushed at that moment, it belonged to their twelve year old son who had been listening from the stairwell.
About the only thing Tyler accomplished the next day at work was to rent an apartment on his lunch hour. It was a little more money than he was looking to spend but it was all new construction, had a big, beautiful indoor pool, and the units were spacey. He was hoping for a three bedroom so LeAnn and Chris would each have their own room but all they had were two bedrooms. Tyler decided Chris would have his own room and LeAnn could sleep in his bed. He'd sleep on the couch when they came over. A wave of depression overtook him as Tyler drove out of the complex realizing he was now one step closer to dissolving his marriage.
On his way home he found it hard to keep his mind on driving. He kept wishing there was some way to turn the clock back. Of course as soon as he walked in the door LeAnn greeted her dad with open arms. He picked her up and forced a broad smile before giving his pumpkin a kiss on the cheek.
"How's my princess today?" he asked, staring into her angelic face.
"Fine," she replied wrapping her arms around his neck and giving him a big squeeze.
He looked around for Chris but didn't see him. Just then Nancy walked in from the kitchen.
"Where's Chris?"
"He's up in his room. I don't know if he doesn't feel well or he senses something but he's been awful quiet. It probably wouldn't hurt to go up and see what's bothering him."
"I'll do it right now," he said, setting LeAnn down. "Honey, why don't you go and help your mother set the table while daddy goes up stairs, okay?"
While his daughter ran in the kitchen to help her mom, Tyler climbed the stairs and knocked on his son's door. When he heard Chris' voice he entered.
"Hey, son, your mother says you've been really quiet. She's wondering if you're sick."
Chris was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. He didn't even look at his dad as he answered. "No, I'm okay."
Nancy was right; something was wrong. Tyler walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. He looked Chris in the face. "Come on, Chris, out with it. What's wrong? Did something happen at school?"
"No," Chris snapped back, "I told you, nothing..." his eyes shifted to look at this dad. "What do you think is wrong? You and mom are getting a divorce. I heard you talking last night. Am I supposed to feel good about that?" he asked with cynicism.
"Oh, Chris, I'm so sorry you heard us. I was going to break it to you and your sister as gently as I could, Saturday after breakfast. Please don't tell LeAnn anything yet."
"Why," asked Chris, his eyes clouding with tears. "I know you're mad but you'll get over it sometime. Why do you have to get a divorce? Why can't you just forgive her? I know you could if you tried hard enough." Chris threw his arms around his dad and the two embraced like they hadn't in years. By the time they broke apart, Chris wasn't the only one with blurry vision.
He had to somehow make Chris understand. "Chris, I wish it was that easy, son, I really do. I know she didn't mean to hurt me but she did, very much."
Chris felt he had to defend his mom. "I know. She had sex with Mr. Cermak, but that doesn't mean she doesn't love you anymore."
"I know, Chris, I know she loves me, and I love her..."
"Then why can't you stay together," interjected the desperate twelve year old.
His son's plea was breaking his heart. How was he ever going to make him understand? "Chris, sometimes love isn't enough. There are other factors that make up a marriage. Making love is the purest, most intimate and personal way for two people to share and express their devotion for each other. It forges a bond that says 'I belong to you and no one else.' When one of them breaks that bond, when one of them has sex with someone else they can no longer claim they are exclusive to one another and that intimacy is lost forever."



Chris continued to argue. "Dad, it doesn't make sense. You still love each other. You just told me that."
"Son, it's because I love your mother so much that makes what she did hurt so bad. I know, like I said, I know she didn't mean to, but every time I look at her I'm reminded of what she did and the hurt and the anger comes right back. Whenever I think about her and Kevin together it feels like my heart is going to shatter into a million pieces. I can't go through the rest of my life like that, Chris, I can't."
He was starting to see some understanding in his son's face. Now he had to try and boost his spirits if he could. "I'm going to be living just a couple miles down the street. When you need me you just call and I'll be here within minutes. I'm always going to be your dad, but there will be changes. Your mother is going to have to get a job so you'll be the man of the house. Think you can handle that?"
Chris assured his dad he would accept whatever responsibility was expected of him. Again they hugged—each one trying to reassure the other.
"I am so proud of you," bragged Tyler. "Come on; let's go see what mom made for dinner."
For the next few days, even LeAnn's childlike enthusiasm for life couldn't penetrate the somber atmosphere that loomed. On Thursday, after the kids were in bed, Tyler called Nancy to the kitchen table. He had warned her about the meeting and what it was about earlier in the evening so her eyes were already glistening with tears before she even sat down.
Tyler pulled the divorce papers from his briefcase and started going over everything that the lawyer and he had worked out. After explaining everything to her in detail, Nancy agreed that he was being more than generous. Now the only thing that remained was breaking it to LeAnn.
When Tyler walked into his office the following day he looked even more despondent than he had all week. In a sad voice, he greeted Charlene and started to pour a cup of coffee; his usual routine before disappearing behind his door for another day in the trenches.
"Do you want to talk?" asked Char.
He thought for a moment before answering. Other than the brief exchange between him and Charlene on Monday, the only person he talked to was the damn lawyer...maybe it was time to get it off his chest. "Why don't you grab yourself a cup of coffee, Char, and come on in—and close the door behind you," he told her as he turned in the direction of his office.
A couple minutes later she took a seat opposite Tyler's desk and allowed him to start.
"I just wish I was a different person, Char. I...I wish there was some way I could look past all this...forgive and forget, you know."
Charlene took a sip of her coffee but didn't say anything yet. She was there to listen, not give advice.
"This is going to be so hard on the kids. Chris already knows what's going on but we haven't told LeAnn yet." Tyler looked off into space with a blank stare. "God, Char," he said, shaking his head. "I just can't believe she did this to us."
He was in so much pain Charlene had to at least try... "Tyler, this divorce is obviously something no one wants. It's only been a week. Maybe you should take more time to think things over when you're not hurting so bad. Have you considered marriage counseling? Something...anything; this is tearing you up inside, I can only imagine the way Nancy feels."
"Believe me, Char," he commented with a slight sigh. "I've thought, and thought, and thought about counseling. If I believed it'd do any good I wouldn't hesitate, but she didn't just screw that son-of-a-bitch once, she did it again and again. She was getting off knowing she was getting away with it; the forbidden apple she called it. She told me that even though neither of them ever thought they'd get caught, there was still a touch of danger involved. That's what made the sex so exciting. How could I ever trust her again? I know she regrets it all now, but if we stayed together, what about next year, or the year after. What if she craves that excitement again? No," he said shaking his head, "I couldn't live with that hanging over my head, Char.
"If she had too much to drink and has sex with him because of it, or even if he had caught her at a vulnerable moment of some kind..." He let his words hang while he fought to keep his emotions under control. "I...I just keep reliving the way I felt when I heard them talking in the yard. Char, I'd never felt so crushed in my life...so lost. I don't think I've ever been so angry either. Here I save the guy's life and..."
"Oh my God," Charlene almost screamed. "Him? That's who Nancy was sleeping with? The guy whose life you saved?"
"Yeah. He lives right across the street. He works nights so he was coming over to the house when everyone else was at work."
"No wonder they thought they'd never get caught," Char commented.
"Exactly," replied Tyler. "He came over last Saturday to tell Nancy the doctor gave him the okay to start screwing her again. They couldn't see me. I was behind the screen door and overheard the whole thing. I damn near killed the S.O.B. right in the front yard."
Charlene sighed. She knew her boss well enough to know he couldn't accept Nancy's cheating. She felt so helpless. What could she do to ease his pain...nothing. "When are you going to tell LeAnn?"
This time Tyler sighed deeply. "Tomorrow," he answered. "I figure that will give her a couple days to grieve before going back to school."
"Did you tell me there was a pool at the complex where you rented the apartment?"
"Yeah, it's indoors too. The kids will be able to enjoy it all year," remarked Tyler.
Char had an idea. "Why not bring them over there tomorrow. Let Chris and LeAnn look around—go swimming. Then you can tell LeAnn she can stay there on weekends. Maybe she won't take so hard."
For the first time all day, a smile stretched across Tyler's face. "Char, that's a great idea," he responded, then stopped to think. "I kind of want Nancy there though when I tell her. LeAnn will probably want the comforting arms of her mother."
"Well, bring her along. Is there any reason why you don't want Nancy to see the apartment?"
"No-well I don't have any furniture yet, but other than that... Yeah, that's a good idea. Thanks, Char."
Tyler told Nancy the plan after the kids went to bed that night. She liked it too, so the next morning, after breakfast Tyler announced they were all going for a ride in the car and told the kids to grab their swimming suits. Chris had a good idea what was coming but LeAnn had no clue and was all excited. On the way over, it struck Tyler that it would probably be one of the last things they did as a family. He fought hard against letting his tears show in front of his kids.
Tyler gave everyone a short tour of the complex, first. There were tennis courts and permanently mounted gas grills in a little park area. He used his key to take them into the clubhouse where the pool was. Both LeAnn and Chris were impressed.
"Who wants to go swimming?" asked their dad.
"Me," LeAnn answered excitedly.
"Okay. You guys have to change into your suits. Follow me."
Tyler walked everyone across a small, open area and into one of the buildings. Again he used his key to gain access to apartment one-twenty three. LeAnn wondered why her dad had the keys to the place but she was too excited about the pool to ask at the moment.
He let the kids use the empty bedrooms to change then they were off. They had the whole place completely to themselves as Tyler and Nancy sprawled out in the folding lounge chairs alongside the pool and watched as their children enjoyed themselves.
"Who's going tell her?" asked a sad and worried mother.
"I'll do it," answered Tyler. "I have some paper plates and cups in the kitchen cabinets and pop in the fridge. I thought I'd call out for pizza when the kids are done swimming and we could just sit on the floor in the living room—like a picnic. I'll tell her after we eat. I want to try and show her we can still have a good time together."
As carefully as Tyler had things laid out, it didn't go as planned. Before the young inquisitive girl even shed her wet bathing suit, her curiosity caught up to her. "Daddy, who lives here?" LeAnn asked after returning to the apartment.
This was the dreaded moment all parents fear; the moment when you have to tell your child something you know will break their heart. Tyler took a deep breath and glanced at his wife as he mustered all the courage he could.
Nancy found it hard to contain her own emotions as she caught the expression of her soon-to-be ex and could literally see the pain racing through his veins.
"Well, princess," he started, "I'm going to be living here and you and your brother can come over on the weekends and play in the pool and..."
"NO, NO DADDY, I WON'T LET YOU. YOU HAVE TO STAY WITH US...YOU HAVE TO!" she yelled while running up and throwing her arms around his waist. Immediately LeAnn's eyes overflowed. Even at the tender age of eight, she knew there were problems between her mom and dad but Chris told her it would be alright and she believed him.
Chris wiped the moisture from his eyes. "Dad, dad please; can't you and mom make up?"
Nancy had to turn her back on the heartbreaking scene. She grabbed a tissue from her purse to wipe away her own tears.
Tyler hugged his little girl and silently prayed for understanding from his kids. He wasn't sure what was worse, the way he felt when he heard Kevin talking the other day, or the way he felt at the present moment. Either way, once more his soul was being ripped from his chest.
Regaining her composure, Nancy went down on one knee and called to her daughter. "Come here, baby."
LeAnn turned and ran to the arms of her mother. Nancy could feel her young body shake as she sobbed. "It's going to be alright, honey. You're going to see your dad almost as much as you do now. He's still your dad, honey. He's always going to be you dad, that'll never change."
Chris took the opportunity to run over and hug his father.
For the next thirty minutes they all cried, hugged, and assured each other things will be okay. Tyler promised he would stop by the house now and then and have dinner with them. He pledged he'd always be available for help with homework or anything else they needed him for, and assured them he was not abandoning them.
Tyler finally got the pizza ordered and by the time it arrived everyone had calmed down but the air dripped of sadness.
"When are you moving, dad?" asked Chris on the way back to the house.
"Well, I ordered two new beds but I'll have to find some used furniture. I can't afford to buy all new. The beds will be delivered on Tuesday. I saw a used couch and bedroom set in the paper I thought I'd go check out tomorrow. So, I guess I'll move in as soon as the place becomes livable," he told them.
"Can LeAnn and I go with you tomorrow?"
"Sure."
And so started the transition from a happy family to a broken home; the process was slow and painful. Many nights, as they lay in bed trying to get to sleep, unknowingly to all, LeAnn and Chris joined their mother in silent prayers that they would somehow become a family again, but as time passed the prayers gave way to acceptance.
***
The papers were filed. Tyler was all moved into his own apartment. Now it was just a matter of time. Nancy was determined to stand on her own two feet as soon as possible. She had screwed up. The breakup of her marriage was no one's fault but her own; she knew it and was taking responsibility for it. She was not going to allow herself to be a burden on Tyler.
His settlement offer included paying for some college courses so she could get a head start landing a job. She gladly accepted his offer to help her find the right courses and an accredited school. Together they found a course called, "Business Management & Administration." The curriculum was well rounded but also very extensive and Tyler wondered if she could handle it. He was sure he'd be over to help three people with their homework instead of two.
Nancy signed up, but classes didn't start for another six weeks. She was desperate to find something to do in the meantime. If she had to stay home with nothing to do but think of how she betrayed her husband and ruined her marriage she'd go mad.
***
Across the street, Susan Cermak, in spite of her husband's begging for mercy, was also in the process of a divorce. Kevin tried calling her several times at work and even came to the house a few times to basically plead temporary insanity. He swore he was a changed man but Susan wasn't buying it. When his constant appeals for reconciliation became too much for her, Sue slapped him with a restraining order.
Kevin was a beaten man. He'd lost the only woman who ever loved him. Spending the weekends at the bar across the street from the motel where he was still staying was now common-place and the number of drinks he consumed during that time was increasing.
On top of it all he could still feel Tyler's fingers around his throat. He remembered how it felt to gasp for a breath and the look in Tyler's eyes still haunted his nightmares. He was growing more and more paranoid, believing Tyler was still planning to kill him. On his way home from work one day, he bought a gun and started sleeping with it under his pillow.
***
As the weeks passed, routines started to take form. Nancy started school and got home every day about the same time as the kids, but her time with them was short. She had found a job waitressing in a little restaurant near the industrial end of town. She started out working days but most of the factories had a second shift so as soon as she started classes she was able to change her hours. The night-time lunch rush was from seven to nine in the evening so she filled in from six to eleven, Monday through Friday. The place didn't look like much, but in fact, Nancy made pretty good money.
It actually couldn't have worked out better because Tyler came over and spent the evening with the kids while Nancy was at work. Of course Chris and LeAnn would have loved to have their parents back together but they were happy with the arrangement because they got to see both their mom and dad a lot.
***
It didn't happen too often but traffic was light so Nancy actually beat the kids home from school. She stopped quickly at the edge of the drive and grabbed the mail before heading inside. She dropped several envelopes on the kitchen table and made a B-line for the coffee maker—after a pretty rough day in school she needed it badly.
While the pot was brewing that magic elixir she sat down to see if the mailman brought anything of importance. Junk-mail, junk-mail... Suddenly her hand froze. She felt as if an arrow had pierced her heart. There it was; in big, bold letters. The return address was, 'Clerk of the Circuit Court of Cook County.' Her hands shook as she opened it and unfolded its contents. It was the last nail in her coffin. Her marriage was officially over.
Even after all those months it hit her hard. Nancy dropped her face into her hands and started to sob, heavily. She was still at it when LeAnn and Chris walked in.
"Mom," LeAnn yelled.
"Mom, what's wrong," followed Chris.
They both surrounded her with hugs.
Nancy was embarrassed and angry that she let her children find her like that. She immediately wiped away the tears and tried pulling herself together.
"I...I'm sorry, kids," she said while quickly refolding the bad news. "I just felt a little sad, that's all. It's nothing—really," she said, trying her best to reassure their concerns. When she stood up she gathered the mail together, sliding the important piece underneath the pile to hide it. "I'm going to run upstairs and change, guys." When she looked back she saw the worry that lingered in their faces. She forced a small smile. "I'm okay...honest."
Nancy dropped everything on her dresser and closed her bedroom door. She sat on the edge of the bed and took a couple deep breaths. She knew it was going to happen. It wasn't like she still held any hope. She'd lived with the knowledge and the consequences of her actions for months. It was just...just that it was now so final. She bowed her head and moisture welled up in her eyes again. "Tyler, I'm so sorry," she mumbled to herself. "I'm so very, very sorry."
The distraught woman took a shower then stiffened her backbone to go down and face her kids. After dinner, Tyler showed up and Nancy left for work.
"Mommy was crying today," blabbed LeAnn as she snuggled into her dad on the couch.
"She was? What was she crying about?"
"This," Chris said, handing his dad a piece of paper.
"Where'd you get this?" inquired Tyler.
"It was on mom's dresser. I know I shouldn't have snooped but I wanted to see what made her so sad."
Tyler unfolded it and looked. "Oh," he commented with a little sadness himself. "I haven't gotten mine yet. It'll probably be in tomorrow's mail."
"What is it," LeAnn asked.
"It just says that mommy and daddy are officially divorced, honey. It doesn't change anything though. Don't worry, everything will be the same as it has been for the last few months."
***
Nancy was working the counter and just pouring coffee for one of the regulars when she saw him walk in. She almost didn't recognize him. He had put on a lot of weight, most of which was hanging over his belt buckle. His hair was shaggy and looked like it hadn't been cut in a month or more. His face was puffy and he had dark circles under his eyes. She knew he worked around there somewhere and figured it was only a matter of time before she ran into him.
"Nancy?"
"Hello, Kevin," she said, handing him a menu before walking away to attend to other patrons.
He was pleasantly surprised. In spite of his fear of Tyler, he couldn't let an opportunity like this slip through his fingers. He hadn't been laid in months and he knew from experience that Nancy was a sure thing.
She stalled as long as she could but he was sitting at her customer and she couldn't ignore him forever. "Have you decided?" she asked without looking him in the face.
"Yeah...I've decided you could be a little nicer. Why so unfriendly; is that anyway to treat your lover?"
"Kevin, you were never my lover..."
"Don't give me that," he said, cutting her off. "I know damn well you haven't forgotten about all the great sex we had. Hell, I fucked you better than that husband of yours ever did. In fact, since both of our better halves dumped us, I think we should pick up where we left off?"
"We were never lovers and your bedroom skills wouldn't make a pimple on Tyler's ass," she told him, this time more forcefully. "You were a distraction to fill some lonely and boring days, nothing more. Letting you touch me was the worst decision I ever made and I'll be paying for it for the rest of my life. Maybe it's too late to fix my marriage but I'll never let you touch me again...never. Just the thought of you putting your hands on me makes my skin crawl."
"Bullshit," he replied, leaning forward and lowering his voice. "You can't tell me you didn't enjoy it," he sneered.
Nancy turned and was about to walk away without saying another word when Kevin grabber her arm. "Hey, don't walk away from me, damn it," he snarled.
Lou, the owner of the restaurant, was just coming from the back room when he spotted the commotion. "Hey," he yelled, heading quickly to rescue his waitress, "take your hand off of her."
Kevin made a big show of releasing Nancy's arm. "Fuck this place. I think I'll go eat somewhere else," he angrily blustered.
"Good idea," Lou replied indignantly, "and don't come back."
Nancy was a little shaken and wondered how she ever succumbed to Kevin's sexual advances. "Thanks, Lou."



He could see the imprint from where Kevin had grabbed her. "What was that about?"
"He was a mistake from my past. He wanted to rekindle something we never had in the first place and didn't want to take no for an answer."
"You okay?"
Nancy nodded with gratitude, thanked her boss again, and returned to her duties. It just wasn't her night, she thought; first the letter from the court and now Kevin...what next?
She didn't tell Tyler about the run-in with his nemesis. She wasn't sure what he'd do and didn't want him going after the jackass again. She just hoped she'd seen the last of him.
For the next month or so, things ran fairly smooth; then came the holidays. Tyler hadn't any plans for Thanksgiving. His folks lived half way across the country and Nancy was taking the kids to her parent's house. He wasn't much of a football fan but there was a British murder mystery marathon on PBS...hey, he told himself, it was better than nothing. He had also bought a turkey TV dinner for the occasion.
When Tyler returned the kids that prior weekend Nancy was waiting at the door. She braved the cold and ran out to the car with her arms wrapped around her body for warmth. She didn't want to take a chance of him driving off before she could talk to him.
When he saw her coming he rolled down the window of the car as the kids got out and ran into the house.
"Tyler, could you come in for just a minute. I wanted to ask you something but it's freezing out here," Nancy said between chattering teeth.
He followed her inside. The kids had already run up to their rooms to unpack. Nancy was hoping they'd still be downstairs. If she couldn't convince him she knew they could.
"Tyler, do you have any plans for Thanksgiving?"
"Ah, no-not really; I was thinking of driving up to my folks but I can't get Friday off and it's too far to make that round trip in one day."
"Well, my mom and dad wanted me to invite you to have dinner with us. They haven't seen you since..." she stopped. She didn't even want to think about that terrible day..."well, in a long time." She was hoping he'd accept. She still hadn't given up on getting him back and was praying a family holiday dinner might start him thinking.
He hesitated while thinking it over. It would sure be nice to spend the day with everyone. He wasn't really looking forward to being alone on Thanksgiving, but... but he didn't want to give anyone false hope or the idea that he and Nancy were somehow still a couple. Except for the kids, he had to separate himself from his former life. He needed to make a new start. He was about to decline when a high pitched, young voice altered his decision.
"Oh please, daddy, can you? Can you come with us to grandma and grandpa's?" LeAnn overheard her mother from the top of the stairs and was excited over the prospect of her dad joining them. She ran down the stairs and looked at him with pleading eyes.
"I ah," he looked at his ex for help but she also had pleading eyes. "Are you sure it won't feel awkward for your folks? I don't want to spoil everyone's holiday."
"Don't be silly, Tyler, they miss you. They asked me to be sure to invite you," Nancy explained.
"Well, I...I guess it would okay," he relented.
"Yea," LeAnn called out while hugging her daddy.
Nancy was correct. Her parents welcomed Tyler as if he was their long-lost son. They fussed over him and made sure he had a second helping of turkey and dressing. It took a while but he finally started to relax and enjoy himself.
As he returned to his empty apartment that night, he poured himself a drink and sank down into one of the few items he took from the house, his favorite lounge chair. He took a sip of scotch and thought about everything he was walking away from. For the umpteenth time he wondered if he was doing the right thing. A lonely tear trickled from the corner of his eye.
As it always does, life seemed to speed up a little after turkey day. The first major snowfall made a fitting backdrop for the colored lights, wreaths, and big candy canes that adorned the streetlights, and shop windows. The Christmas season was in full swing. Many considered it to be the happiest, most joyous time of the year, but for members of a newly broken family, it could be downright depressing.
On the night before Christmas Eve, Nancy didn't get home until almost one in the morning. Thank God some of the stores stayed open until midnight, she thought as she slumped down on the couch. She'd had a good night at the restaurant. The plant workers were in a holiday mood which translated into some pretty hefty tips.
A week earlier her folks had given her a little money to buy the kids presents but they weren't rich either and the little they could spare didn't go very far. Nancy knew how badly LeAnn and Chris felt already, knowing their dad wouldn't be there when they opened their gifts. She didn't want to compound it by not having any gifts for them to open, so as soon as the restaurant closed she high-tailed it to the mall across the street and spent every penny she earned that night.
She was dead on her feet but she wouldn't let it keep her from making sure everything was wrapped by morning. It was a little after three when she slid the last of the presents under the tree.
Exhausted as she was, she needed a drink before going to bed. She poured herself a glass of wine and wandered back out to the living room to relax on the couch for a few minutes. As she admired her wrapping skills she remembered back to the previous year.
After spending half the night wrapping the gifts, she and Tyler took a break on the very same couch she was sitting on. Nancy closed her eyes and remembered the tender touch of his lips against hers. She laid her head back with a little sigh and could almost feel his loving kisses caressing her neck and gently nipping at her nipples. Her breathing quickened as she set her glass down and laid back to imagine they were his fingers working their way into her panties. She could feel his hot breath against her skin as she slowly pushed her finger inside the moistening gates of heaven.
Oh Tyler, I need you so," she whispered. Desperately she fantasized, trying to convince herself it was him making love to her but it was no use. Her finger was a poor substitute for the man she loved. Tears flooded her eyes and rolled down her cheeks as she gave up. She couldn't even get herself off.
Nancy sat back up and took a couple sips of wine as reality set back in. Her heart ached for her man. He always made her feel so special, like...like she was the only woman in the world; his love surrounded her, wrapping her in a warm, safe blanket.
It had been more than six months...six months since that terrible day and the pain hurt every bit as bad as it did then. I have to stop, she asserted. I have to stop torturing myself. She wiped away more tears and decided to call it a night. As Nancy laid her head on the pillow, again she silently called his name but there was no answer. Drop by drop, regret leaked from her eyes as she finally drifted to sleep.
The next two days were bitter-sweet. Nancy's dad and mom came over in the evening to join the festivities. On Christmas morning, Tyler picked up the kids and brought them to his apartment where they went through the ritual of opening presents for the second time. As excited as Chris and LeAnn were with all the great gifts, they both would have given everything they had to have their dad living with them again.
A week later, Nancy prepared some special treats and non-alcoholic eggnog. She and the kids would ring in the new year sitting in front of the TV, watching the Times Square ball drop, together. At the stroke of midnight her young man and darling daughter both hugged and kissed her before going up to bed. It wasn't hard to see behind their eyes and know what they were thinking. Nancy was thinking the same thing... another year...so what. What was there to look forward to?
Tyler had been invited to a New Year's Eve party, but try as his friends did, they just couldn't get him there. He simply told them it would be no fun without having someone to kiss at midnight. Instead, for the first time since forever, he stayed home and went to bed early—before eleven. He just wanted the damn holidays over with.
Both Tyler and Nancy got their wish. The holidays were depressing, especially for the kids, but they were finally over. By mid-January they were pretty much forgotten and replaced with the trials and tribulations of a cold Chicago winter.
Tyler was sitting in his office going over some reports when he heard his cell ring. That was unusual. During the day he rarely got any personal calls. He glanced at the clock on his desk as he dug the phone from his pocket and hit "connect" without looking at the display...
"DAD, DAD, LeAnn's been hit by a car," came his son's voice blubbering from the speaker.
Continued...
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"DAD, DAD, LeAnn's been hit by a car," came his son's voice blubbering from the speaker.
"WHAT! Is she hurt bad?"
"I...I don't know, dad. The ambulance took her away a couple minutes before I got here. There're cops all around asking people questions. Right now they're talking to LeAnn's bus driver."
"Bus..." Tyler's mind was going through a thousand scenarios a second. "Bus driver, is he the one that hit her?"
"No—no, I don't so. I think he just saw what happened. I think Mrs. Cermak was hit too."
"Mrs. Cer..." Tyler knew he was wasting time and getting nowhere. "Chris, is your mom there?"
"No, dad, she's not back from classes yet."
"Okay, I want..."
"Oh wait—I see her. The cops have the street blocked off so she can't get through. I can see her car though. It's about third in line. I'm pretty sure she has no idea about what's going on, dad."
"Okay, listen, Chris. Go to her and tell her what happened, but try to stay calm and try to keep your mother calm. We don't need her getting into an accident on the way to the hospital. I'll meet you guys there."
"Okay, dad; I'm almost to mom's car now. She's seen me already. I think she knows something. She looks worried."
Tyler was slipping one arm into his coat while holding the phone with his other hand. "Remember what I said, Chris, try to keep your mother calm enough to drive. I'm leaving right now. I'll see you guys at the hospital."
He clicked off the phone. "Charlene, LeAnn's been hit by a car. I'm on my way to the hospital to see how bad she's hurt. I'll call you later," he roared as he rushed passed his secretary's desk.
During the twelve minute drive he never stopped praying. "God, just let her be okay," he said over and over. "God just let her be okay."
Once inside he rushed to the emergency desk. He didn't wait for anyone to look in his direction. "My name is Tyler Anderson. My daughter was just brought in after being hit by a car," he anxiously barked.
The pretty, young nurse took a quick look at the roster of incoming victims. "Oh yes, Mr. Anderson. They've already taken her to X-ray. Why don't you have a seat and we'll let you know..."
"No, she'll be scared. I want to be with her," he declared.
"Ah, okay; just take this corridor—"
"Tyler!"
He turned to see his ex-wife and son rushing in through the doors.
"How is she? Is she hurt bad?"
"I don't know yet. I just got here. She's in X-ray. I'm going there now. You and Chris have a seat and I'll let you know." He turned back to the nurse who finished telling him how to get to X-ray.
"Daddy," cried LeAnn as a nurse led her dad into the room.
Tyler felt sick to his stomach just seeing his little girl's condition. The right side of her face was scraped up and it was swelling and turning an angry purple color. The same went for both of her knees. He couldn't see her right hand. They had it wrapped in a bubble cast. "It's alright, honey; everything's going to be okay," he said as he carefully hugged her.
"Is Mrs..." LeAnn was trying to be brave but couldn't help a few more sniffles. "Is Mrs. Cermak okay?"
"What does she have to do with you getting hit by a car, honey?"
"She...she pushed me out of the way. The car hit her instead. She's hurt real bad, daddy. I know she is..." she was able to say before starting to cry again.
Tyler remembered Chris saying something about Sue at the scene. He couldn't worry about Susan Cermak he decided; at least not at that moment. It was his little girl that needed him. He turned toward the doctor on the other side of the room who was now looking at some X-rays.
"Doctor, are those of LeAnn?"
"Yes, they are," he replied. "I'm doctor Czymanski. I'm assuming you're the girl's father."
Tyler indicated he was.
"She's a very lucky girl. She has two fractured bones in her wrists but it's nothing that won't heal good as new," he said with a smile. "The cuts and bruises on her face and knees are all superficial. I doubt there'll be any scarring."
Tyler almost felt like crying with relief. He closed his eyes and silently thanked the man upstairs. "Thank you, doctor," he said while giving LeAnn a big smile. "Honey, is it okay if I go tell mommy that you're going to be okay? She and Chris are waiting to hear from me."
"Su...sure, dad. I'll be okay," she replied with just a hint of her former sniffles.
"You've got a brave young lady there," commented the doctor with a big smile. "We're going to cast her wrist. That'll take half an hour or so. We'll wheel her out to you as soon as we're done...okay?"
Tyler was bursting with pride as he and his little girl agreed. With a gentle kiss to LeAnn's forehead and his assurance that he and her mother will be waiting for her, Tyler headed out to inform the rest of his worried family of the good news. He also started to wonder about Sue Cermak.
Nancy and Chris literally leaped out of their seats the moment they saw Tyler coming their way. "How is she?" they both cried in unison.
"She's going to just fine," he answered with a comforting smile.
"Oh thank God," replied Nancy grabbing the back of one of the seats before collapsing in tears.
Both Chris and Tyler grabbed her and held her steady while she sat down.
Chris sat next to her and put his arms around her. "It's alright, mom; she's going to be okay."
Tyler knew they had each other for comfort so took the opportunity to check on Susan. "Excuse me again," he said, catching the attention of the same cute nurse as before. "I understand that Susan Cermak was also hit by a car at the same time as my daughter. Can you tell me if she's badly hurt?"
"Are you a relative or family member?" she asked.
"No, no she's our neighbor. She pushed our little girl out of the way of the car and was hit, herself. It sounds like she saved my daughter's life. I just want to make sure she's going to be okay."
"I'm sorry, sir, I can't give you any information."
Tyler was just about to get angry when a policeman in uniform came to the desk and asked if the family of a hit and run victim was around. He wasn't sure if the cop was talking about LeAnn or not. He never even thought about the driver of the car.
"Excuse me, officer. Are you talking about the little girl who was hit on Landmeire Drive?"
"Yes."
"I'm Tyler Anderson. That was my little girl who was hit. Did you say hit and run? You mean some asshole hit LeAnn and didn't even stop?"
"I'm afraid so," confirmed the man in blue. "I'm Sergeant Norris. Would you be able to answer some questions, Mr. Anderson?"
"Ah, yeah I guess; although I don't know how much good I'll be. I was at work when my son called and told me what happened."
"I see. Is your son here, sir?"
"Yes, that's him with his mother over there. Come on, I'll introduce you."
Tyler introduced the sergeant and they all sat while he asked questions. Chris explained how he got there after it happened. He hadn't seen anything. All he knew was what the neighbors told him and what he overheard the bus driver telling the cops at the scene.
The officer was just about to leave when his radio started to squawk. "Copy," he said into the speaker after listening for a minute or so. He looked over at the Andersons. "That was the station. They found the driver of the car. He's nineteen years old. His girlfriend had just texted and said she was breaking up with him. He was angry and admits to driving way too fast. By the time he saw the school bus stopped in front of him it was too late to stop so he tried to swerve around it. They found him two blocks from the scene. He had pulled over and was sitting in his car, crying.
"I'm sorry but I have no sympathy for the son-of-a-bitch," expressed an angry Tyler.
"I can understand that," confirmed the officer. "If it was my kid I'd feel the same way."
Just as the cop was about to leave, Tyler thought of something; "Ah, Sergeant Norris, could you do me a favor?"
"Depends on what it is..."
"Susan Cermak lives across the street. From what I understand she actually pushed LeAnn out of the way of the car and was hit herself. I have no idea how badly she's hurt and the nurse won't tell me because I'm not a family member. Could you find out if she's okay for me?"
"Sure," he replied with a smile. The good sergeant walked over to the desk and quietly conversed with a couple of the nurses.
Tyler watched one pick up a phone and talk to someone for about a minute. Then she put the phone down and resumed her conversation with the man in uniform who was now nodding his head in a confirming manner. When he turned around to walk back to Tyler he didn't have a very encouraging look on his face.
"I'm sorry," he said, "Mrs. Cermak was injured pretty badly. They have her in surgery but she's not expected to make it."
Tyler could feel his knees buckle. The thought of someone giving up their own life to save that of his daughter's was devastating.
The officer noticed the blank stare on his face as his eyes filled with moisture. "I'm sorry," he told Tyler before leaving.
Chris and his ex had enough to worry about. He wasn't going to mention Susan for the time being. A few minutes later a nurse wheeled LeAnn out to the waiting area. After tearful smiles and lots of hugging and kissing, they all went back to the house. Nancy fussed over their little girl while Tyler drove to the drug store for her prescriptions. At Nancy's invitation and his kids begging, Tyler stayed for dinner but went home soon after. As grateful as he was that his daughter was okay, Susan never left his mind.
As soon as he got home he called the hospital. Surely they would say if she had passed away. After a brief conversation with a night nurse, he learned his brave neighbor was still alive...barely, but still fighting for life. A miracle is how the nurse described it...nothing short of a miracle. She was in ICU and not allowed any visitors but that didn't stop him from calling every day and checking on her progress. More than a week had passed by the time he was informed she was considered stable and was assigned a regular room.
Susan couldn't turn her head but out of the corner of her eye she saw something red enter her room. It was a big bouquet of roses and behind them was her thankful neighbor.
Tyler held the flowers in his hand as he looked down on the broken woman in the bed. They had both legs in traction and a cast that went from her ankles to her waist. Her right arm was in a similar condition. The whole left side of her head was covered with bandages but from what he could see, her face was still very swollen with angry looking purple and yellow bruises and her neck was in a brace.
He had prepared a little speech for this moment but seeing her in that condition had rendered him speechless.
A smile stretched painfully across her face. "Hi, Tyler, come to take me dancing?" she asked in a voice no louder than a whisper.
A grateful tear swelled and clouded his vision as he chuckled. "I will take you dancing anytime, anywhere," he told her.
"How's LeAnn? One of the nurses said she was okay but I'm not sure she knew who I was talking about."
"She's fine," he confirmed. "She broke her wrist when she hit the sidewalk and got skinned up a little but in a couple of months she won't even know she was hurt. I don't know how we'll ever thank you, Susan. There's no doubt that you saved her life."
"Now you know how it feels," she joked. "I guess this hero stuff must be catching, huh."
"Yeah, I guess," he said with a slight chuckle.
"Are those for me?"
"Huh?"
"The flowers...are they for m..."
"Oh-yeah," he said, forgetting that he was holding them. "Here, I'll put them right here...okay?" he asked while setting the vase on a little table next to the bed.
"Tyler, could you do me a favor?"
"Anything you want...just name it," he replied emphatically.
"Would you check on the house for me? I had just run outside for a second when I saw what was happening so as far as I know the door is probably still unlocked."
"Oh, of course; I'm sorry, I should have thought of that. Is there anything you need from there?"
"I don't know," she said while thinking a moment, "maybe my purse; I suppose something to wear when I get out of here—IF I ever get out of here," she grumbled. She thought for another second. "Oh, you could do something else for me too. On the dining room table is a card from my realtor. She's probably wondering why I stood her up. Would you call her and tell her what happened for me?"
"Sure. Realtor? Are you selling the house?"
"Yeah, that's why I was home at that time of the day. I was waiting for Abby, the real estate agent. We were going to do a walk through. Without Kevin I just can't keep up with the payments."
"Isn't Kevin paying you alimony?"
"Are you kidding? I didn't get squat in the divorce—well, I shouldn't say that; I did get seventy percent of the house. But I make almost as much as he did and with no kids..."
"Damn it, that's not right. He should pay for what he did."
"Yeah, my thoughts exactly," she replied with another painful grin. "I guess in a way he is paying, though. You know he skipped town, right?"
"No, where'd he go?"
"I don't know. He got so paranoid he was constantly scared to death. He was so sure you were coming after him that he finally just took off. I have to put thirty percent of what I get for the house in escrow for him but hopefully he never claims it. If he doesn't then I get to keep it all."
Tyler thought back..."It's funny how things work out. That day in the yard I wanted to kill him. I think I would have if it hadn't been for LeAnn. She probably saved his life and here you are saving hers."
"Well thank God for LeAnn, I'd hate to think of you sitting behind bars because of that no-good ex-husband of mine."
"Yeah, I guess you're right, that hero thing seems to be going around."
They said their goodbyes and Tyler went directly over to Sue's house. He wondered if someone from across the street would see his car but no one called him or came over. Sue was right, the door was closed but it was unlocked the whole time.
He collected her purse from the kitchen counter then headed into her bedroom. He had seen his wife's underwear drawer a thousand times but it was a little embarrassing to go through someone else's. He found a small suitcase and stuffed it with some of her unmentionables, a skirt and blouse, and a pair of shoes. He almost forgot about the realty card but it caught his eye as he was leaving.
Tyler took a seat and called the number on the card.
"Stonehedge Realty," sang a female voice.
"Yes, I'm calling for..." he had to look at the card for the realtor's name. "Abby Smorek?"
"This is she."
"Hi, ah, my name is Tyler Anderson. I'm calling on behalf of Susan Cermak..."
"Oh yes, how is she, is she okay?"
"Oh, you know then. Yeah, well not really; she's in the hospital and pretty broken up, but according to the doctor she should make a full recover. How did you find out?"
"I was there...I guess about an hour or so after it happened. I saw her car there so I couldn't understand why she wasn't answering the door. I stood there ringing the bell for quite a while. Finally one of the neighbors saw me and told me what had happened."
"I see. Well I was just at the hospital and she asked me to give you a call."
"Does she still want to sell the house?"
"Oh, I don't know. She didn't say anything and I didn't think to ask her. I'll tell you what; I'm going over there again tomorrow. I'll ask her then."
"That would be great, Mr... Anderson was it? I would really appreciate that."
"Okay, I'll see what she says and call you tomorrow."
With that they said their goodbyes and hung up. Seeing Susan in her condition hit Tyler hard. Even though he obviously had nothing to do with the accident, he felt somehow responsible. He made up his mind that until she recovered, he was going to devote his time, efforts, and resources in every way he could.
The following day he quietly entered her room. It looked like she was sleeping and he didn't want to wake her. He put her suitcase in the small closet and took a chair beside her bed. It wasn't long before Susan sensed someone in the room and started to stir.
"Ty...Tyler, is that you?" she asked as her eyes slowly opened.
"How did you know?"
"You're the only visitor I've had. Who else would it be?" she quipped.
"I locked the house up and brought you some clothes. They're in the closet. I called your realtor, too."
"Oh good, thank you."
"No need to thank me, Sue. The realtor wanted to know if you still wanted to sell the house. I wasn't sure what to tell her."
"Yes, I need to get that place sold as soon as possible. Can she do it while I'm in here?"
"I don't know," responded Tyler. "Probably; but why not wait. You should get a good settlement from the accident. Maybe you won't have to sell at all."
"Tyler, I'm going to be in here for a while, and after I get out of here they're going to send me to a convalescent home for three or four months for therapy. It's going to be months before I can get home. What am I supposed to do in the meantime?"
"I don't know, I just hate to see you lose the house."
"I'm not losing it, I'm selling it. Tyler, I want out of there. Hell, every time I walk out my front door I have to look across the street knowing that the woman who ruined my life still lives there. Everything in that damn place reminds me of something I'd rather forget."
Tyler had to laugh. "I guess since you put it like that—is there anything I can do to help?"
"Could you meet her there for the walk through? I don't think she'll have any issues. I had everything all cleaned up and ready to show before the accident."
"Sure, Sue, that's no problem. I'll give her a call and arrange it."
The following morning Tyler kept his promise and called the realtor from work. He told her Susan still wanted to sell and asked if he could accompany her during a walk through. They agreed on a day and time and scheduled it.
Two days later, as he drove through his former neighborhood that morning, he was reminded of why his wife and Kevin thought they'd never get caught. There wasn't a single car or a sign of life anywhere. Everyone was either at work or school. Maybe he should have let her get a job, he thought. If he had maybe he'd still be married—still be happy. We'll never know, he resolved. Maybe she would have found some guy at work and cheated anyway—then he would have cursed himself for allowing her to work...who knows. I guess all we can do is our best and leave the rest up to fate, he told himself.
He got to the house first and was waiting for the realtor when she rang the doorbell. "Hi," he said, opening the door with a smile. "Come on in."
She returned his smile and stuck out her hand. "Hi, I'm Abby Smorek. You must be Mr. Anderson."
"Tyler will be fine," he replied while taking her hand.
"I appreciate you taking your time like this," she said. "I know Susan is kind of anxious to sell. How is she doing? I should go see her."
"Ah, well she's pretty busted up. The jackass that hit her did a good job. She has two broken legs, a broken pelvis, and her right arm is broken. She had some internal injuries as well and they had to remove her spleen. She also suffered a skull fracture. One of the nurses told me she has fourteen pins holding her together. At first they didn't even think she was going to make it."
Abby was shaking her head. "Oh, that's so horrible. I don't know her very well. She knows a friend of mine so I've met her on a few occasions. She seems like a nice person."
"She is. She sure doesn't deserve everything that's happened to her lately. You know it was my daughter she saved." He saw the surprise in her eyes.



"No, I didn't know. How is your daughter?"
"Yeah, she broke her wrist when she fell but she's going to be just fine. We're all so indebted to Susan..." he was starting to choke up and had to stop talking about it. "So," he said taking a deep breath, "where do we start?"
For the next hour Tyler just tagged along behind the real estate woman while she thoroughly inspected the house, taking notes here and there. She had a few questions but unfortunately Tyler couldn't answer them.
"That's okay," she told him with a smile, "they're not that important anyway."
When they were all done, Abby graciously thanked him and they parted in different directions. He was surprised to see her so soon after that when he stopped in to visit with Susan like he had for the last several days after work.
"Abby?"
"Hi, Tyler; I still had a few questions so I thought I would take the opportunity to come and visit."
"She walked in just a couple minutes ago," Susan commented.
Tyler noticed her voice was stronger than in days past. She sounded more like her old self and he could see some of the swelling in her face had gone down. "You sound better today, Sue."
"Yeah, I'm feeling a little better too; not quite as weak as I was," she said with smile.
Just then two nurses entered the room.
"I'm sorry but we have to take care of some personal procedures," one of them said. "We'll need about half an hour then you can come back," she said while starting to pull the curtain closed around the bed.
Always the gentleman, Tyler asked Abby if he could buy her a cup of coffee in the cafeteria.
"So," Abby started the conversation as she stirred her coffee, "I was talking to Denise, the friend that Susan and I have in common and she was telling me about a guy named Tyler who saved the life of Susan's husband...was that you?"
Tyler really didn't want to be reminded of it. He took a sip of brew and restarted the conversation so it was more to his liking. "So-how long have you been selling real estate?"
Abby was a little taken aback by Tyler's obvious and abrupt change in subjects. Quickly her mind flashed back to several months ago when Denise told her about Susan's marital problems...the neighbor...oh, my gosh, she thought as she remembered the rest of the story and put two and two together. Embarrassed over the fact that she hadn't realized Tyler was, "that neighbor" until then, she tried to follow his transition as seamlessly as possible. "Ah, let's see, how long? Five years now."
For the first time, Tyler was actually starting to notice the woman across the table. She looked very prim and proper but even in her business suit he could see she had a great body. She wasn't bad looking either...red hair with green eyes, he was a sucker for green eyes. "How'd you get started?"
She chuckled. "That's kind of a funny story. I had to sell my house after my divorce. When Jean-that's who I work for; she was the agent at the time. When she brought over a prospective buyer I did more selling than she did. After the sale she offered me a job. That was a God-send because I had no idea what I was going to do for a living. She tutored me so I could pass the real estate test for my license and the rest is history, as they say. I've been working for her ever since."
"You like it?"
"Oh I love it. I don't think I could survive working in an office, seeing the same people and doing the same job day after day. This gets me out and around. I'm constantly meeting new people and today is never the same as yesterday," she said with a smile.
"So tell me the funniest thing that's happened to you so far."
"The funniest thing? Oh, gosh, there's been a few. I almost sold the wrong house once. And then there was the time a prospect and I walked in on a couple while they making love..."
"What?" Tyler broke in, "This I have to hear," he chuckled.
"They were supposed to be gone long before we got there," she said with a small laugh. "We walked in and there they were...both naked as J-birds...on the couch going at it."
Tyler noticed his storyteller blushing and thought it was cute. "So how come they were still there?"
"They had forgotten all about it."
"Both of them? How could they both forget?"
"I don't know," she said, shaking her head. "I made the appointment the week prior. I even called and left a message on the wife's cell phone earlier that day, but she never checked it."
"So what happened? Did you make the sale?"
"Believe it or not, I did," she said with a broad smile. "We both turned right around and hustled ourselves out of there as the owner said to give them ten minutes. This time we knocked before going back inside. By that time they were both dressed and said they were going to a motel and the house was all ours."
Abby took another sip of coffee and looked at Tyler with a grin. "They were the horniest couple I think I've ever seen...but I got'em their asking price for the house."
She was easy to talk to...personable. She had a bright smile and eyes to match. Tyler found himself enjoying a woman's company for the first time in months. Ah, but all good things must come to an end. He glanced at his watch and wondered where the time went—a sure sign that he was having fun.
"It's been forty-five minutes already," he told his female companion. "We better get back up there. I don't have much time. I'll run up just to say hi then I have to get going."
"Yeah," she replied. I can't stay too long either."
By the time they got back to the room, Susan was wondering where they were. They all three talked for a little while but Tyler had things to do and excused himself telling Susan he'd be back the next day, again.
After he left, Sue and Abby talked for a little while longer. Sue told her Denise, their mutual friend, had been in earlier in the day to visit.
"Yeah, I talked to her the other day," explained Abby. "She didn't know anything about the accident. She said she tried calling you and was starting to get worried because she'd left a couple of messages that you hadn't returned. Now that she knows, I'm sure you'll get lots of visitors. You know Denise; the news will be all over town in no time."
Both women laughed.
"She does like to talk," Susan confirmed. "So, you and Tyler were gone for quite a while. He's a nice guy isn't he."
"He seems to be, although I can see he's still hurting."
Susan knew Tyler well enough to know he wouldn't talk about his marital problems but Abby's comment didn't surprise her. "I figured Denise would have told you all about it by now. You know then. It was his wife that was sleeping with my ex-husband. He divorced her and I divorced Kevin."
Abby suddenly had a thought that was disheartening. "So...are you and him..."
"Oh no, never!" Susan said, already knowing what Abby was about to ask. "Not that I would mind; Tyler is one of the good guys...there's just way too much baggage for us to ever get together. I hope I never lose him as a friend though." Susan looked up at her visitor. "That doesn't mean you can't pursue him though. Like I said, he's one of the good guys."
"Mmm, I don't know. Like you said, he has a lot of baggage. When you're in sales you've got to be able to read people pretty good; he's still hurting—big time. His body language says he's building a wall around himself. I did that for a while after my divorce. You want to protect yourself so your little inner voice tells you not to let anyone get close ever again."
Her words hit home. "Yeah, I guess I'm guilty of that, myself," Sue admitted.
"I think everyone goes through it for a while after a divorce. I had numerous offers after my ex and I separated but I didn't start actually dating again until last year," Abby replied. "Hell, I know of one guy who built that wall so high and so thick, no one will ever penetrate it. It's sad but it happens."
The next day, Nancy was surprised to see a for-sale sign looming in the yard of her former friend. A tear rolled down her cheek as she pulled into her drive. She knew, of course, that they'd never be friends again but seeing her move away was yet another reminder of the life she had lost. She knew the kids were home so she sat in the car for a couple of minutes and dried her tears before facing them with a brave face like she had every day since losing Tyler.
For the next few months life just seemed to merge from one day into another. Nancy was still going to school during the day and working at the diner at night. Not a day went by that she didn't long for her ex and the life she once had. There seemed to be no end to her loneliness. She never looked toward the future because she saw none and it was depressing. Her one joy was her children but she saw so little of them now. The only thread to which she clung was the thought that someday Tyler would forgive her and return; they would be a family again. She could hold out and do her penance for as long as it took, but she needed to believe in the dream.
Tyler was still making his daily visits with Susan, although the venue had changed. She had been released from the hospital and was now residing in a rehabilitation center where they put her through rigorous and painful therapy three times a day. It was working though. She was walking with the aid of a single crutch and would soon be able toss it away.
Susan was deep in thought as she sat in the recreation room looking out the big window, watching the early summer rain. The insurance would pay for no more therapy. It was time to go home.
Abby had sold her house three weeks after putting it on the market, then found her a first floor apartment. She even helped move some of her furniture and put the rest in storage. The two had only met a few times before the accident but now had developed a deep and lasting friendship.
As the dull grey sky wept nature's tears, she wondered what life held instore. It was at that moment when she heard a familiar voice.
"What do say, beautiful; ready to get out of here?"
She turned to see Tyler's smiling face. He had volunteered to take her home. "Let's do it," she replied with a slight sigh.
***
"SURPRISE!" shouted everyone as Tyler held open the door for Susan to enter her new digs. Surprise was an understatement. In shock she looked around at the many faces of those who were truly glad to see her recovering. Among them were Chris and LeAnn. She was in tears as they both carefully hugged her in gratitude.
"You've got a couple of great kids there," Abby remarked as she strolled up, handing Tyler a beer.
He had talked to her a few times over the phone while making plans for the party but he hadn't seen her since that day in the hospital. "Yeah, thanks. They're my world."
"I hope you don't mind but I was talking with them while we were all waiting for you guys to arrive. Little LeAnn is smart as a whip and Chris seems so grown up for his age."
Tyler was almost glowing with pride as she went on.
"They both think the world of you, that's for sure."
Tyler watched with a big smile as his kids helped Susan into a chair. "I can't take all the credit," he said. "Nancy plays a big part in their lives as well. I never questioned her judgement when it came to the kids and she never questioned mine. We didn't have to; we always seemed to be in sync when it came to them."
A slight knowing smile curled the ends of Abby's lips as her eyes showed her disappointment. It was just as she thought. He still wasn't over his ex-wife, not by a long shot. "Well," she said with a tinge of sadness in her voice, "most of these people are from your old neighborhood. You probably haven't seen most of them in a while so I'll let you mingle and catch up."
Abby left his side and joined Denise, who was doting over their mutual friend.
Tyler looked around. He had given Abby the names of former neighbors for her list of invitations and she was right, there were several people he wanted to say hi to. Most of the conversations started out, "How are you doing, Tyler. I was so shocked when I heard about you and Nancy;" or, "heard about Nancy and Kevin." Each time he shrugged it off and changed the subject. They all caught the hint immediately and found other things to discuss.
All in all, it was nice to see some old friends. He hadn't even realized the time until Abby came over and told him Susan was getting tired and she was going to close things down. He volunteered to stay and help with the clean-up but she insisted he spend some time with his kids and promised she and Denise would make sure everything was spotless before leaving.
As it turned out, after everyone left, Susan realized she wasn't as tired as she thought and even pitched in with as much of the clean up as she could. When they were all done the three sat down over coffee.
"So that's the famous Tyler I've heard so much about? He seems like a nice guy," Denise remarked.
"The famous Tyler?" Susan questioned.
"Yeah, well as far is Abby's concerned...right?" she said looking at Susan's newest best friend.
"I ah, I think he's nice, that's all."
"That's all, my ass," scoffed Denise. "You'd spread your legs for him so fast it would cause wind shear."
"I think that's overstating it a bit," Abby countered, sticking up for her virtue. "Besides, I think he's having second thoughts about his divorce. He still talks about his wife, and not in a negative way. Earlier he was telling me how good she was with the kids. I wouldn't be a bit surprised if he didn't wind up going back to her."
"Oh you don't know him as well as you think you do," responded Susan, and it's his EX-wife," she said, correcting Abby. "He'll never reconcile with that bitch, especially if I have anything to say about it."
Both ladies were a little surprised at Susan's comment.
Denise had to play devil's advocate. "It takes two to tango, Susan. Kevin's as much to blame as the woman."
"I don't care. She was supposed to be my friend. Friends don't steal husbands. She should have come to me as soon as she knew what Kevin was up to. That's what friends do." She looked at the expressions around the table. "Oh I know-of course it was Kevin's fault just as much if not more, it's...I don't know. Every time I think of her and him over there going at it, I..."
She let her words hang as she took a deep sigh. "It...well it just wouldn't be fair. Kevin and I are through for good. If he goes back to her it...it's just not fair, that's all."
"So how long before you'll be able to walk without the crutch?" asked Denise, changing the subject with all the subtlety of a freight train.
The three talked a little longer, then before leaving, Denise and Abby made certain that Susan had nothing more to do for the night other than relax and go to bed.
Over the next couple of weeks both Tyler and Abby stopped in periodically to check on Susan but never at the same time, until...
"Are you following me?" joked Abby when he pulled into the parking lot right behind her.
He was smiling as he exited his car. "I can think of worse ways to spend my time."
"Oh really; that's the nicest thing you've ever said to me...I think," she replied, ferruling her brow in mock concern.
During their visit, Abby noticed something different about him. He seemed happier, more at ease. After he left he remained the topic of conversation.
Susan, who was now off the crutches and walking with only a slight limp, poured more coffee for the two of them. "So-when?" she asked.
"When what?"
"When are going to make the first move? You know he won't do it, it's going to be up to you."
"I doubt that I'll get the chance. Did you notice how happy he was? I have a strong suspicion he's decided to get back together with his ex."
"No, no way, Abby; I can't believe he'd go back to her. You didn't see the hurt in his eyes when he found out; he damn near killed Kevin."
"Yeah, I know...and I really do like him but..."
"But nothing," interjected Sue. "Maybe he's happy because he realizes it's time to get on with his life."
Abby took a sip from her cup while she thought about it. "Possibly, but even if that's true I still don't know if he's ready for another relationship yet. I don't have to tell you how much betrayal like that hurts. Hell, all three of us have been there. The pain follows you for a long time."
"Listen, girl, you think you're the only one interested in him? If you don't at least throw your hat into the ring you're going to be left out in the cold when he does decide to start dating...besides, I could tell just by the way he was looking at you today that he's interested. I'm telling you, Abby, you need to make a move—what's the worst that can happen?"
Abby didn't want to offend her friend but she had to ask. "Sue, I don't want to make you angry and I know how this is going to sound, but...well, you're pushing kind of hard. Are you trying to get us together just so he won't go back to his wife?"
Susan knew it was a fair question. "I...I'll admit, in the beginning—yes. I just couldn't stomach the thought of them reconciling and I thought by getting you two together I'd be able to stop it from happening."
She looked at Abby with sincerity. "But that's not the case anymore. Over the last few months I've gotten to know you both, much better. You guys can't see it yet but I telling you, you're made for each other. I truly believe you two are meant to grow old together."
"Alright," conceded Abby. "I suppose I could be in the neighborhood next week. I guess I could give him a call to see about having lunch together."
For the next few days Susan's words haunted Abby. She really did like Tyler but something kept holding her back from making that first move...fear; but the more she thought about it the more she realized it wasn't his baggage she was worried about, it was her own.
Finding out about her husband's infidelity was the most heartbreaking thing she'd ever gone through. Although she now dated from time to time she never went out with anyone who was a candidate for any kind of real relationship. They were all nothing more than pussy hounds and she knew it. Hell it was the reason she went out with them.
Tyler was different. In spite of the limited contact they'd had with each other she had already developed strong feelings. It would be real easy to fall in love with him. Was she ready for that? Was he? How would she be able to handle his rejection if he wasn't? All good questions; so much so that they followed her to bed and repeated themselves over and over throughout the night. It was a little before dawn before she decided there was only one way she would find the answers.
"Tyler, Miss Smorek's on line one," called Charlene through the doorway of his office.
"Hi, Abby, what's up?"
He was obviously in a good mood again. She could almost hear him smiling through the phone. "Hi, Tyler; I, ah...I'm going to be in your area today and I—well I just wondered if you'd like to have lunch."
"Sure, where and when?"
Well, she thought; that was easy. "There's a nice little restaurant not far from you called Plato's Place...
"I know it well," he said before she could go any further.
"Good," replied Abby. "How about twelve thirty."
"Plato's at twelve thirty, you're on."
Plato's was a little more upscale than the usual luncheon restaurant. Even during the day the lights were turned down for just a hint of intimacy. Abby was a little early so a brief scan of the place while the hostess grabbed the menus told her she beat him there. "Ah, do you have something a little secluded?" she asked.
The hostess gave her a small smile. "Sure, come right this way."
When Tyler came in a few minutes later he spotted her at a small table for two in the corner, next to a window. She gestured to him just as he started in her direction.



They greeted each other as he sat down. "This was a pleasant surprise. It's not often I have lunch with a beautiful woman," he said with a smile.
"Oh I find that hard to believe. I'll bet every woman in your company is swooning over you."
That brought a chuckle while he opened his menu. "Most of the women in my office are on the other side of sixty and are more than content with their long and happy marriages," he replied.
The waitress interrupted before more was said. She filled their coffee cups and took their orders before leaving them alone again.
Abby had devised a plan. She would start out asking questions and talking about his kids then slowly segue into the heart of the matter but before she got started, Tyler spoke up.
"You know other day at Susan's I thought I detected a slight New England accent while you were talking; you're not originally from Chicago, are you?"
Abby explained how her family moved up and down the east coast when she was a kid. That, of course, led to childhood stories. She even told him about the time she mistakenly walked into the boy's bathroom when she was in high school. There were several boys in there at the time, a couple of whom were standing at the urinal with shocked faces. She could joke about it now but at the time it was anything but funny. By the end of the day, news of her mishap had spread throughout the school and she was terribly humiliated. It took weeks before the boys stopped offering her a look at their cocks.
She also talked about how close she was with her father and how devastated she was when he passed away several years prior. Unfortunately she never had the chance to grieve properly because she had to stay strong for her mother. It was a hard time in her life and she thought it may had contributed to her husband's infidelity.
In forty-five minutes he had gotten her to open up. On a lighter note she also told him about her proclivity for old movies; Jimmy Stewart, Gary Cooper, and Gregory Peck were among her favorite actors.
It wasn't until the waitress came back and asked if they wanted dessert that she realized time was almost up and they hadn't talked about him at all. Her whole purpose for having lunch was to see if he was ready to date yet and she hadn't even started her planned conversation. Since time was so short, if she wanted the answers to some questions she'd now have to just come out and ask.
Suddenly she was getting nervous again. This wasn't the way it was supposed to go but she wasn't going to leave without at least finding out if he was going to reconcile with his ex. She took a deep breath...
"Tyler, I asked to lunch because I think you're a really nice guy and I'd like to get to know you better but before I proceed any further I have to ask-you think you'll ever go back to your ex-wife?"
That stopped him cold. "No," he said emphatically.
Suddenly his demeanor changed and Abby saw him stiffen. "I'm sorry; I didn't mean to bring up a sore subject," she apologized. "It's just...well, if you were up to it I'd like go out with you sometime but if you were thinking about a reconciliation I didn't want to butt in."
That seemed to put Tyler at ease a little. "I see," he said with just the hint of a smile. "What gave you the idea I was thinking about going back to Nancy?"
"Well, unlike most divorced men, I've never heard you say a bad thing about her, and at the party you talked pretty highly of her, saying what a good mother she was. Then last week, at Susan's place you were in a particularly good mood. I just kind of put two and two together and..."
"And came up with six," he said, breaking in. "No, no I have no intention of reconciling. I'm not sure how much you know. I'm certain Susan's told you the story of how I beat up her ex and everything; it was a very bad situation. It left a lot of scars, and I don't mean the physical kind. I was in a good mood last week because I got a promotion at work. With it come's a raise and another week's vacation time. I told the kids I was taking them to Disney World later in the summer. I know Nancy still hopes I'll come back. She just can't seem to face reality yet but it's never going to happen."
Susan was right. Abby saw a possibility there but was it the right time? The atmosphere had become solemn. She really didn't know where to take the conversation. Luckily she didn't have to take it anywhere. The small grin she saw earlier had returned.
"So, you'd like to get to know me better, huh? Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you. Chris and LeAnn already think you're pretty and very nice," he told her. He swore she was blushing.
"Well I think they're pretty special too," she replied. "So what happens now? I've already puts my cards on the table; I think the next move is yours."
Now that he knew how she felt about him she was really praying he wouldn't proposition her right away. During lunch there were no dirty jokes, off color innuendos, or risqué double-entendres. He was a gentleman; so different than what she'd gotten used to over the last couple of years.
This time she wanted a little romance, maybe a couple candle-lit dinners and a walk in the moonlight before jumping into the sack.
That night Tyler went home with a lot on his mind. After dinner he poured himself a scotch and sat in his favorite chair to think. He really did like Abby. She was smart, had a great sense of humor and a pleasant disposition. She was fun to be with and he missed the presence of a woman in his life—the problem was...he wasn't sure himself if he was ready.
It was just natural, he presumed, that when a man's wife cheats on him, he starts to question his manhood. He becomes insecure and unsure of himself. On top of that he also develops trust issues. Hell, if the woman he loved and devoted his life to betrayed him, how could he trust any woman not to do the same?
He downed the remaining whiskey in one gulp and decided there was only one way he would get the answers... Since Nancy was done with classes for the summer she was back on days at the diner. That freed up his nights.
The next day he called Abby and asked her out to dinner. She grinned from ear to ear when she saw the candle-lit tables.
On their second date he took her for another nice dinner before going to a theater that showed classic movies. Casablanca was playing and she was cuddled in his arms with a tear trickling down her cheek as Bogy spoke his immortal words, "Here's looking at you, kid."
Abby loved being with him but by their fifth date she knew she was right in the first place...he wasn't ready for a real relationship. There was an underlying reluctance to get intimate on his part. Either she just didn't turn him on, which she really didn't believe, or he was scared. It was during the ride home from their sixth date that she released the bombshell...
"Tyler, I've really enjoyed our time together, I really mean that but..."
Suddenly Tyler felt his heart sinking lower in his chest. He really liked Abby a lot but he was taking his time—being cautious—trying not to get too close until he was more sure and now, Just as he feared, it was happening again. He didn't say anything. He just let her continue.
"But I think we should cool it for a while."
"May I ask why, or don't I want to know."
She picked up on the curtness in his voice right away. "Please, Tyler, don't be angry. I've had a wonderful time being with you. It's just that...I...I don't think you're ready yet. At first I was glad you didn't try to get me into bed on the first date...maybe even the second, but we've been going out for two months now and, other than an innocent goodnight kiss, you haven't even touched me. I don't blame you. It took me years before I started to date again. I think I pushed you into something before you were ready. I'm sorry. I hope you don't hate me."
Abby misread his silence. In her own mind she knew that she had blown it with a man she could easily love. She should have given him more time. She should have listened to the little voice in her head instead of listening to Susan, she berated herself.
In reality Tyler's silence was the result of him battling the demons that raged within him. He didn't want to have sex with her. What he wanted to do was make love to her, but he was scared. What if he let his guard down and allowed his feelings to come out? He could almost feel his heart pumping, racing blood through his veins as he battled the monsters of mistrust and doubt.
Neither of them had spoken another word until Tyler walked her to her door. When she turned to face him he wanted to say something but before he had the chance Abby moved her head to one side and stretched to give him a simple peck on the cheek. She looked into his face with a sad smiled.
Tyler started to speak but she didn't want to make things any harder than they were. She pressed her finger to his lips. "Shhhh, it's okay, Tyler. I understand...really. You be good, you hear me," she said as she fought back tears.
Tyler watched as she turned to enter her apartment, but just as she stepped over the threshold she felt a hand on her arm. She gasped as she was twirled around and trapped in a strong embrace. Before she realized what was happening she felt his lips against her own.
"I'm a big believer in listening to your gut and right now mine is telling me if I let you walk through that door I'll regret it for the rest of my life," he told her as he broke the kiss.
Abby was so startled at the passion in his voice it took her a few seconds to get her breath back. "Then take me to bed," she whispered.
Tyler reached down and swept her up in his arms, kicked the door shut and started for the bedroom.
For the first time in many years Abby was going to need no artificial lubrication. Her body's natural functions already had her wet with anticipation.
Tyler entered her room, knelt down and gently laid her on the bed. Her pulse quickened as he undid her blouse one button at a time, then laid it open and smiled at the delicate lace of her dainty, front clasp bra. He wasted no time in baring the silky white mounds of her breasts. He could feel her breathing deepen as he tenderly kissed her exposed flesh.
He could hear her short, breathy whimpers of lust as he worked his way down her soft skin. She closed her eyes and arched her body to give him room as he removed her skirt and panties.
Tyler stood and looked down at her naked form as he began to get undressed. Her firm breasts rose and fell with every raged breath. She watched with desire as he removed his shirt. Inadvertently, she bit her lower lip as he reached for his belt buckle. She felt a tingling between her legs as he pulled his pants off and a big grin stretched across her face as his rock hard cock literally sprang from its confines and stood with reverence to her nakedness.
"OH, GOD!" she cried at the first feel of his tongue. Her eyes closed, her head pulled back, she reached down to feel his thick head of hair. Only seconds later her entire body convulsed with her first orgasm.
"I need you," she gasped. "I want to feel you inside me."
With her eyes still closed she could feel him climbing on the bed. Anxiously she reached down and felt for his steel. It felt so good, so strong in her hand. Quickly she guided it to the wanting entrance of her vagina. Complete ecstasy enveloped her soul as he slowly slid his manhood inside.
As if dropping from heaven, soft gentle kisses rained down on her neck and breasts. Her body trembled as his tongue touched her sensitive nipples. Again, a stronger, more intense orgasm electrified her senses and she cried out for her man. "Oh, Tyler!"
A state of euphoria swept over her body. Abby's breathing was becoming more rhythmic but her eyes were still wild with passion. "Come for me, baby, come for me," she cried.
Tyler could feel himself building to a climax. It had been a long time since he'd felt like he did and he couldn't hold back any longer. Her words forced his release. With one more powerful stroke he drove his cock into her ravenous entrance.
"Yes, yes," she screamed. Reaching up and wrapping her arms around his neck she pulled him down and tightly held on while their bodies shared the rapture. He could feel her milking his cock of every drop of love juice.
After a minute Tyler tried to take his weight off of her but she held him close and wouldn't release her grip.
"No," she said, "stay right here. Don't take it out."
He kissed her and indulged her wishes but they could both feel him shrinking.
"Awww," she moaned as it popped out.
As it turned out, it was only the first of three times she would feel him inside her.
As they lay in each other's arms Abby wondered if it was too early to tell him how she felt. She didn't want to scare him but after the passion they'd just shared she couldn't help herself.
"I've never fallen in love with anyone this quickly," she whispered. She looked him in the face to see his reaction.
Tyler was grinning from ear to ear. "I feel the same way," he said.
"Are you sure? I've been divorced for a long time but it hasn't been that long for you. Are you sure of how you feel; you're not just saying that because you're lonely?"
"This isn't our first date, Abby. I've had plenty of time to examine my feelings. It's true, I was afraid to share them but when you were ready to call it quits I knew what I had to do. I love you."
For the next couple of months they were together almost every night during the week but he still had the kids on alternate weekends. Several times they talked about her joining the three of them and doing something together but neither of them knew how the kids would react to seeing them together. Abby was more reluctant than he was. There was no way she wanted to create any tension between Tyler and his children.
This was of course new territory. There had been a lot of that over the past year. He knew Nancy hadn't dated at all since he left and he wondered if the kids would resent him for it; would they resent Abby; would they consider it a betrayal?
The problem was, things between he and Abby were getting more serious and he couldn't keep it hidden forever. He decided to take the bit in his teeth and told Abby about it.
It was a beautiful sunny Saturday morning and he had promised them they would spend the day at the zoo. As usual, Chris road in front with his dad and LeAnn was in the back.
"I'm going to make a short detour," he told them. "You guys remember Abby? You met her at Mrs. Cermak's welcome home party."
"Yeah, sure," Chris replied.
"She's pretty, daddy," commented LeAnn.
"Yes she is, honey. Anyway I asked her to come with us. You guys don't mind do you?"
The first encouraging reply came from the back seat. "No, she was nice."
Chris' response wasn't quite as fervent. "I guess not."
Abby nervously waited and almost got cold feet when she saw them pull into the lot. She took a deep breath and walked out to greet them. Tyler met her half way.
"Well?" she asked anxiously.
"They're fine, don't worry," he assured her. He started walking her to the passenger side front door.
"I'll sit in the back with LeAnn," she said. "I don't want to take Chris' seat."
The day went well. Everyone had fun but they didn't want to push it so Tyler dropped Abby off at her apartment before taking the kids out for dinner.
Once again, out of the mouths of babes...
"Daddy, is Abby going to be your girlfriend?" asked his daughter.
"Would that be alright with you?"
"Yeah, I guess. I like her."
"What about you?" he asked while looking over to Chris.
He shrugged his shoulders and kept looking down at his food. "She's okay," he said with no enthusiasm.
Tyler let it drop. He wasn't going to force anything. Abby would join them periodically on the weekends and hopefully Chris and LeAnn would both warm up to her.
Nancy was watching TV when the kids came bounding in, that Sunday night. She rose from the couch and greeted them with a big hug. "So-did you guys have fun?"
"Yeah, yesterday we went to the zoo," LeAnn told her. Then without thinking-"Dad's got..."
"Shhhh," Chris stopped her with a light jab of his elbow.
LeAnn stopped in mid-sentence but the cat was already out of the bag.
Nancy looked confused and glanced at Chris. "What? What does your dad have?"
"Nothing," he replied.
She looked back at LeAnn. "Tell me, what does your father have?"
"N...nothing, mom. I...I shouldn't have said anything. I'm sorry. Just forget I said anything."
Obviously the kids were trying to protect her from something—something their father had. It could only be one thing. "Your father has a girlfriend? Is that what you were going to say?"
They both looked at her with sadness.
Nancy didn't want the kids to feel any worse than they already did so she maintained a brave façade. Inwardly; however, she was dying. "Look, guys, it's only natural that your father is going to see other women now. It's okay, believe me," she assured them before sending them to bed.
A little later; however, after the kids were asleep, she sat in a darkened corner of the living room and suffered with the knowledge. He now had someone else who felt the softness of his kisses; who felt him inside of her; maybe even as she was sitting there, he was making love to her.
As her tears fell, her resolve strengthened. He still loved HER, he still loved his family and he would find his way back to them. A girlfriend might be a set-back but in the end, she will win him back, she had to. She loved him too much to lose him forever. Life couldn't be that cruel...it just couldn't.
Over the next few months, Nancy heard a lot about Abby from the kids. It seemed she was spending more and more time with them on the weekends. Still, she would not give up hope. In her heart she still knew that he would come back to her.
It was an unseasonably cold Sunday evening in early September. Some who believe in that kind of thing would have said it was a bad omen. Instead of dropping the kids off in the drive, Tyler accompanied them inside.
Nancy noticed the serious look on his face the moment he walked in. She greeted the children with a kiss and hug like she always did when she hadn't seen them for a couple days but that night it felt as if they hugged her back a little tighter than usual.
"You kids go get ready for bed now while I talk to your mother," Tyler told them.
There were none of the traditional protests or hemming and hawing. They both scampered up the stairs as if they'd been previously instructed. Nancy was getting a very bad feeling; something was up.
"Got any coffee?"
"Yeah, sure," she replied.
He started talking right after taking his first sip. "Nancy, I know you've been holding on to the hope of you and me getting back together but it's not going to happen. If I lived to be a hundred I don't think I could ever explain the pain I felt when I found out about you and Kevin. I loved you with all my heart, Nancy. I still do love you; I probably always will. But I could never be with you again. I have to move with my life and so do you."
"Tyler, I would never..."
He raised his hand. "Please, let me say what I came to say."
Again, Nancy felt as if the entire world was collapsing in around her. She could feel every beat of her heart and she was having difficulty breathing.
Tyler continued. "I'm sure you've heard about Abby from the kids. She's a wonderful woman. I love her and we're going to be married."
Nancy gasped and tears immediately overflowed her eyelids.
Tyler hoped that time would ease her pain, after-all, they hadn't lived together in over a year. He held her hand and tried to calm her down.



Nancy finally had to accept it; they were never going to be a family again. She dried her tears and waked him to the door. As they said their goodbyes she glanced out at the car and saw a shadow in the front passenger's seat.
"Is that her?"
"Yeah, she's waiting for me."
"Wave her in."
"Ah, I don't think that's a good idea, Nancy."
"I'll be nice, honest. I just want to congratulate her."
Tyler stuck his head out the door and motioned with his hand for Abby. She had no idea what to expect as she got out of the car but she trusted Tyler and knew he wouldn't invite her into a bad situation. As soon as she walked through the door she saw that Nancy had been crying.
"Nancy wanted to meet you, honey."
Tyler's use of the endearing term was like a knife through Nancy's heart.
"How do you do," Abby said while stretching her hand out. "I've heard so much about you from your kids. You've done a fantastic job of raising them."
Nancy forced a smile and took her hand. "Thanks. I...I wanted to congratulate you. You're, ah..." she was valiantly fighting back her tears, "You're getting the best man I've ever met or ever hope to meet."
Nancy was losing the battle and didn't want to break down in front of them. "And now if you'll excuse me she said and she turned and headed for the kitchen.
Abby looked up at Tyler. "Let's go, babe. She needs some time to be alone."
Tyler nodded his head. "We're taking off," he called out. He had no idea what else to say. He'd pretty much said it all.
When Chris and LeAnn heard the door close they both came down and heard their mother crying in the kitchen. They draped their arms around her to give her comfort.
"It'll be alright, mom," Chris told her. "Dad found someone, you will too. You'll find somebody to love again, I know you will."
***
Shortly after meeting Nancy, Abby visited Susan. "I felt so sorry for her," commented Abby. "She was in so much pain."
After their visit, Sue sat back and savored what her friend said about her former neighbor. She poured a glass of her favorite wine and held it up as if proposing a toast. With no one around to hear but herself, she gleefully spoke aloud, "God, how I love it when a plan comes together," then broke out in hysterical laughter.
Epilogue:
Tyler and Abby were married in June of the following year. Susan served as the bride's maid for the small, intimate affair. Though she was invited, Nancy didn't attend.
After completing her studies, Nancy got a job as the personal assistant to Mr. Jacobson, the V.P. of a large video game distributor. He was demanding and not too pleasant of a person. Nancy hated working for him. She hated the job itself and not a day went by that she didn't wish for her old life back.
Chris' prophecy that she'd someday find someone else to love never did come to pass. She lived for her kids and wanted nothing more for herself than to watch them grow and prosper. In her own mind, she had it all and lost it. She never forgave herself.
The End.
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This story is a little different than my usual but I certainly hope you still enjoy it...and as always, I love to hear back from you.
*****
Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, he had to walk into mine. Okay, it's not really my gin joint, but I did stop in after work from time to time. It was called Plato's Place. It was my refuge and I'd gotten to know Tony, the bartender, pretty well. I sure as hell didn't need HIM hanging around.
His name was Eugene Whistler. I used to go to school with him. I've seen him around occasionally since then and said Hi a couple times but he's no one I ever wanted to hang around with, that's for sure.
I guess he's a nice enough guy; he's just such a pussy. All through school guys used to taunt and bully him because they knew he'd never stand up for himself. Once, when we were high school freshmen, I saw him getting pushed around by three upper classmen. I always hated bullies, so like an idiot, I intervened. I charged right in the middle of it all and was hoping he'd at least have my back...silly me. He took off running like a scared rabbit. By the time he got back with a teacher I was laying on the ground with a bloody nose, a fat lip, and two black eyes.
Now here he was-sitting at my favorite bar. I was thinking about turning around and just walking out but Tony saw me and already had my beer sitting on the counter...right next to Eugene...Ugh. Oh well, my mother taught me to always be polite.
"Hi, Eugene, what's going on?" was my polite opening line as I took my seat.
He turned his head to see who was talking to him. It looked as though he'd been crying.
"Chase, hi; I...I just stopped in for a beer, that's all. What are you doing here?"
"Same thing; thought I'd have a cold one before going home." I really didn't want to tell him I was in there quite frequently. My next question popped out before my brain caught up with my run-a-way mouth. "You look a little down, everything okay?" He didn't answer right away—just kept looking into his beer glass. I was hoping he didn't hear me but no such luck.
"My...my wife is cheating on me and don't know what to do about it," he sniffled.
"Well, divorce comes to mind real quick there, partner. You know for sure or just have your suspicions?"
"Oh no, there's no doubt. She's with him right now. They kicked me out of the house so they could be alone."
I almost choked on my beer. "You're kidding...right?" I said with a small chuckle. I looked at him, waiting for the punch line but he just kept staring into that glass.
"They kicked you out of the house...your house?"
Shamefully, he nodded his head.
Yup, same old Eugene, he obviously hadn't learned a thing since high school. Damn, he was just so aggravating. I wondered how anyone could let something like that happen. This guy needs help, I told myself, but not from me. I wasn't going to get involved this time...not this time...
"So, you're down here crying in your beer while your wife and some asshole lover-boy are fucking in your house...in your bed? Eugene..."
"Well what can I do?" he interrupted, knowing what I was about to say.
I just shook my head in disbelief. Not only hadn't he learned anything, he was worse! "What do you want to do?" I asked.
"I want to go down there and kick'em both out of the house, but...you know I'm no fighter, Chase. Hell, my wife would laugh her head off while he kicked my ass, and besides that, I work for Lisa's dad. One word from her and I'll get fired. Then I'd have no wife AND no job."
"Yeah, but you'd have something else that's a lot more valuable," I told him.
He looked at me with a question mark on his face. "What?"
"Self-respect," I said. I was getting so frustrated with this ass-wipe I was finding it hard to contain my anger. "You do know what that is, don't you? It's when you walk with your head held high. It's when you feel good about yourself. Do you feel good about yourself, now?"
He shook his head. "Not really."
"Well what's more important...keeping a slut wife who doesn't love or respect you; a job that you can't keep without throwing away your own self-esteem , or being able to walk down the street looking people in the eye?"
I thought sure my little rah, rah speech would make him get off his duff and go charging home but he just sat there.
"Yeah, it's easy for you. People have always looked up to you. You've never been afraid of anybody but I'm not like you, Chase. I'm not brave like you. I admit it; I'm a coward, have been all my life. Hell, I've never even been in a fight because I've always run away. I don't imagine there's much likelihood of me all of a sudden becoming brave at this stage of the game."
By now my blood-pressure had just about reached the boiling point. What a whiney little bitch. I stood up, pulled a twenty from my wallet and threw it on the bar. "For both of us," I yelled to Tony. He just nodded and continued talking to some cute blond at the other end.
"Come on," I almost yelled as I grabbed numb-nuts by the back of his collar and yanked him off the bar stool.
"Wait...wait, wh...where're we going?"
I had him half way out the door already. "To your house. You and I are going to kick some butt," I growled.
"Oh, Chase, I...I...I don't think..."
"Shut up, Eugene. Just get in the damn car and show me where you live."
He was so scared during the drive I was afraid he was going to pee himself while sitting on my leather seats. Once we got to his place he reluctantly led the way inside.
"Where's the bedroom?" I asked.
"Ah, up ah, up the stairs, down the hall to your left, but..."
"Come on," I snarled as I grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him along. As we got to the top of the landing I looked down the hall. They didn't even have the decency to close the door. Still holding Eugene by his shirt I marched into the bedroom. They were so engrossed they didn't see us until we were right on top of them.
Eugene's wife started to scream just as I snarled my fingers into lover boy's golden locks and dragged him from the confines of her worn out pussy and off the bed. He surprised me a little by twisting around as much as he could and throwing a right cross at my head. The problem was I had a good hold of him and he couldn't turn enough so his punch landed on the back of my shoulder.
I wasn't about to let him get in a second shot. With Eugene's whore still screaming her head off, I twisted him around and gave Romeo a solid blow in the solar plexus. That took the fight out of him real quick. Pressing my advantage, I swung him around and smashed his face into the wall then gave him a hard punch in the kidney. He just slumped down and sat on the floor after that.
I had seen his pants lying next to the bed so I went over and grabbed his wallet. I pulled out his license and held on to it. I also noticed his phone sticking half way out of his pocket.
"Eugene; Eugene," screamed his half hysterical wife, "who is this man? Get him out of my house, NOW."
Eugene just stood there like he was in a fog.
"Eugene..."
"Shut up or I'll turn you over my knee and spank the hell out of you," I hollered back to her.
That shut her up at least long enough for me to scroll through dip-shit's phone and find his wife's number.
"Hello, honey. This is a pleasant surprise."
"Mrs. Cutter, this is going to be surprise but I'm afraid not a very pleasant one."
"Who...who is this. Why do you have my husband's phone? Is he okay? Has something happened?"
I looked over at the asshole who was still barely moving. "Well, to answer your questions, I'm a friend of the man whose wife your husband has been banging. I have his phone because I took it out of the pocket of his pants which are lying on the floor of my friend's bedroom. He's okay for now but you should keep him on a shorter leash because if I catch him sniffing around my friend's wife again I'll send him back to you in pieces."
I hung up before she could say anything in response. I found the camera function on the phone and took a picture of Eugene's wife before she could duck her head under the sheet. I took another one of her paramour who was just starting to get his wits about him again, then texted both pictures to Mrs. Cutter.
Shit for brains looked up and saw me with his phone. I think he just realized who I was talking to. "What...what did you do?"
"I just texted a picture of you two to your wife," I answered.
"NO...NO you can't. Please, I have kids!"
"Too late now, it's already done. You should have thought of them before threatening and kicking a man out of his own home so you could fuck his wife," I spewed. "Here," I said, throwing his pants at him. "Get dressed and get the fuck out of Eugene's house."
He looked at Lisa who was still cowering under the sheet. I guess he thought she was still in charge of things.
"NOW," I hollered, "and if Eugene here ever sees you around his wife again, I won't be so pleasant next time." While he was quickly pulling his pants on I took out my own cell phone and shot a picture of his driver's license then stuck it back into his wallet and threw it back to him. "Here you go, Mr. Arnold Cutter of 320 Landen Dr. Remember what I said about coming around here again."
He wasted no time in extricating himself from the scene.
I looked at Eugene who was still standing next to his bed looking as if he'd seen a ghost. "Okay, Eugene, the rest is up to you."
"What?" Me..."
"Of course; I can't do everything for you. You married her, you deal with her," I said.
"That's it," screeched the shrew. "I'm calling the police."
"And tell them what; that your husband came home with a friend and found you in bed with another man? Go ahead, maybe the local paper will pick it up and print it in their police blotter. I can see the headline now...'daughter of grocery store owner found in adulteress love nest.'"
Yeah, I recognized her as soon as I saw her. Lisa Schultz, at least that was her maiden name. She was a year behind us in school. I was finding it hard to believe that she was married to Eugene. Her dad owned two grocery stores in the area and she used to parade around like she had been decreed, "Queen Lisa."
"Fine," she replied in a huff, "will you at least leave the room so I can get dressed? Eugene, you go with him."
I looked at her wimp husband and saw his shoulders start to sag. I think he was so used to following orders he didn't even realize he was doing it anymore. "Eugene, this is your house, your bedroom, and your wife; I'm going down stairs but if I were you I'd stop taking orders and start giving some." With that I turned and went back down stairs. I could hear her screaming at him so I thought I'd grab a beer from the fridge and wait to see who emerged victoriously...of course there was really no question but I'd stick around anyway in case he needed a ride to the hospital. I had no doubt she could take him.
I sat at the kitchen table and listened. Mostly all I heard was Lisa but every once in a while I'd hear Eugene raise his voice. I wondered how many times in his marriage he'd done that.
I was almost done with my beer when things seemed to be quieting down. I kind of expected her to come down the stairs dragging his body behind her but when she appeared from around the staircase she was alone. She glanced around until she spotted me then headed in my direction. If looks could kill, not even a defibrillator could have saved me. I figured Eugene was probably dead on the floor above me and now she was coming for me. I sure hoped I could take her.
"What did you say to him?" she growled.
"Not much; just that if he ever wanted to walk with his head held high..."
She cut right in. "Huh, that'll be the day," she scoffed.
I continued..."I told him that if he ever wanted to walk with his head held high he'd have to dump your cheating ass," I sneered back.
"Well thanks to you he's up there packing. I hope you're satisfied."
I looked at her with what I hoped was a smug expression. "Yeah, I'm pretty satisfied."
"You think you're so smart, don't you. Well I guaranty you, he won't be gone long. I give him three days at the most. Then he'll come crawling back on his hands and knees and when he does, I'm going to make his life a living hell. And he'll have you to thank for it."
I just maintained the self-assured grin I had on my face but in my mind I wondered if she was right. I'm sure she knew him better than I did. Suddenly I wasn't so self-assured.
About that time Eugene came down stairs with a suitcase. I saw him through the doorway but Lisa had her back to him.
"Ready to go?" I called out.
Lisa turned around. "Eugene Whistler, if you walk out that door, don't count on coming back."
For a second I thought he was going to cave but then he answered me. "I'm ready, Chase. Let's go."
I stood and left the kitchen, heading for the front door. We were about halfway outside when we heard her last volley.
"I mean it, Eugene, don't bother coming back."
I looked over at him. He was scared shitless. I could see it in his face.
"Now what?" he asked.
As I heard his question I remembered Lisa's words about him crawling back; it occurred to me that I may have just ruined this poor guy's life. As shitty as it was, I had no doubt she could make it even worse. Suddenly I wasn't so sure I was doing the right thing.
We drove back to Plato's and I dropped him off by his car. He...or I guess I should say WE had decided he'd stay in a motel for the night. I told him to meet me back there at seven the following evening. The first beer was on me.
I had a tough time getting to sleep that night. I kept wondering if I was doing the right thing and cursing myself for getting involved in the first place. Never again, I vowed.
The next day I walked into Plato's around six, my usual time. Tony popped the top off of a Miller's and set it on the bar in front of me.
"How's your friend from yesterday? He seemed a little down in the dumps."
I had just taken a sip from my long-neck. "Problems with the wife," I said. I wasn't going to go into any more detail than that. If Eugene wanted everyone to know his business, he could tell them. I did want to ask Tony's advice though.
"You ever get yourself mixed up in someone else's marital problems, Tony?"
He looked at me like I was dumb. "I'm a bartender, it's my job," he answered with a laugh.
"No, I mean, really. Last night I was instrumental in him leaving his wife. She was treating him like crap, so at the time I thought I was doing him a favor but now I'm not so sure."
"What's got you second guessing yourself?"
I thought for a second. "I don't know. I mean...what right did I have-she's not my wife, thank God," I joked. "I guess it was her confidence. She was so sure he'd go crawling back to her. If he does she promised to make his life even more miserable than it was before. I probably shouldn't have gotten involved in the first place. For all I know he's on his knees graveling at her feet as we speak."
"Well, I can tell you unequivocally he's not on his knees...at least not right now."
"Oh," I chuckled, "and how can you be so sure?"
"Bartender's intuition...besides he just walked in," he said with a smile.
I turned around and sure-enough. He was early...and he was grinning.
"Hi, Chase, hi, Tony, beer is on me," he said, never losing the grin.
"Okay, I'll bite; why so happy?"
"Chase, I feel liberated, I really do. Do you think you could teach me how to fight?"
"Fight! What brought all this on? Who do you want to fight?"
"Nobody...I mean not right now anyway. I...I just want to learn how to defend myself; just in case, you know. It should have been me throwing that guy out of my house yesterday, not you. It should have been me. Next time..."
I didn't like the sound of that. "Next time? You thinking about going back to Lisa?"
He looked at me and for the first time since I'd known him, instead of fear, I saw anger in his eyes.
"Are you kidding me, the way she treated me—no way, never!" he said emphatically.
I got a sense of relief. Maybe there was more to Eugene than I thought. Maybe he just needed a kick in the ass.
He continued. "No, I'm just tired of backing down all the time. I...I stood my ground today and it felt good. I want to keep doing it."
"Stood your ground? What'd you do, tell her off?"
"Lisa? No, I haven't even talked to her. No, I stood up to her dad for the first time. He was so shocked he forgot to fire me," he joked.
"Really?"
"Actually, it was better than that; he's not going to fire me. He stopped by the State Street store this afternoon. That's the one I work at. When he called me into his office I figured that was it. Anyway, at first he said he'd talked to Lisa and she told him I walked out on her. He told me she was really pissed and if I knew what was good for me I'd better go straight home after work.
"I felt like a little boy getting scolded for something and was just about to say, 'yes, sir,' but instead I thought, what would Chase say?"
He turned his head and looked straight at me with a big smile. "Chase, I said sorry sir, that's not going to happen. She continually cheated on me and I've had enough. He got so flustered I thought he was going to swallow his cigar. God, Chase, I can't tell you how good that felt. For the first time in my life I faced up to somebody...and not just anybody, my father-in-law. Next to you he's the most intimidating guy I know."
That gave me a chuckle. I never thought of myself as intimidating. "Good for you," I said.
"Yeah, anyway—when I asked him if I was fired, he said no. He said he never mixed in the private lives of his employees. Chase, I think he actually respected me. Before I left his office he looked at me, smiled and nodded his head like he was giving me his approval."
"Well fantastic, Eugene. See, it feels good to earn a little respect, doesn't it."
"Yeah, it sure does. Now what about it, will you teach me to fight?"
"Eugene, I don't think I'm the one you want to teach you. Hell, I've probably lost more than I ever won. There're all kinds of places that teach that stuff. There're martial arts schools, self-defense courses, even gyms where you can go and learn to box. If you want to learn to fight you should go to a professional."
"Yeah, maybe you're right," he said.
We talked for about another hour before he called Tony over so he could pay for the beers, then left.
"Still think you did wrong?" Tony asked.
"You heard him, huh?"
"I caught bits and pieces of the conversation. He's walking on cloud nine, right now."
"Yeah, who knows, he might even turn out to be an okay guy." I glanced at my watch. "Geez, I got to get out of here myself. I have a date with Mel tonight."
Ah, Mel—short for Melony; the love of my life...well, figuratively speaking, of course. We'd been going out for the last six months, which to date, was the longest lasting relationship I'd ever had. She wasn't the most gorgeous girl in town but she had a petite, little body that drove me nuts. She also had a great sense of humor, something I'd found lacking in a lot of women. In addition to all that she was smart and really seemed to like me.
I liked her too, but to tell the truth, the word love just never seemed to fit into my dating vocabulary. I'm not sure if I'm just not capable, or if it's that the right girl has yet to come along, but so far I've never truthfully told any girl that I loved her. Mel's about as close as I've ever come; who knows, maybe in time...
I said so-long to Tony and lit out for home. I grabbed a quick shower, changed clothes, and was knocking on Mel's door with two minutes to spare. We were supposed to go out for dinner then to a movie, after which we'd wind up either back here or at my place for some nookie.



When the door opened my chin nearly hit the floor. She was dressed in red. That in itself was not surprising. Red was a good color for her, she always looked good in it. It was what she was wearing. Standing in front of me was a vision in scarlet.
The red satin corset tightly hugged ever curve of her killer body. It accentuated her hour-glass figure and pushed those oh so lovely mounds of delectable flesh up so they billowed out over the top.
On the bottom of the corset were four garters attached to red, silky smoot nylons and in between was the smallest little red triangle of material that just barely covered the honeyed smooth slit of her pussy. Topping it all off was a pair of red, four inch heels.
You know what they say about not being able to think when all the blood is reassigned from the big head to the little; yeah, well...
I have no idea how long I stood there with my mouth hanging open but I vaguely remember following her inside and feeling her dainty fingers undoing the buttons of my shirt, then my belt buckle.
"Oooh, lookie here," she cooed as she pulled on my pants and released the rock-hard focus of her attentions. "Why, Chase, I do believe you're happy to see me."
In that moment I gathered all the suaveness I could and replied, "Uh-huh."
I heard her chuckle just before feeling her tongue start at the bottom and lick its way to the tip of my dick where it swirled around and teased every nerve and every gland in my body.
"Oh, God," I heard myself say. That's when I felt her hands on my ass and she engulfed the entire thing. Involuntarily, my hips jerked forward, feeding sweet Mel everything I could. The skin on my cock was stretched so tight it hurt.
"Come on," said Mel, guiding me toward the bedroom. "Let's finish this in comfort.
When we got to our destination I discovered Mel's tiny string panties had a clip where they could be unfastened and taken off without undoing the garters. I felt her silken clad legs wrap around me as I slid my steel-like erection into the softness of my woman.
It took every bit of concentration I had, not to blow my load immediately. I closed my eyes and started with long, slow strokes. I could feel her under me, meeting every push with one of her own.
Before long I felt Mel tense and knew she was in the throes of an orgasm. I slowed and lowered my body to meet her arms as they stretched up and around my neck. She pulled me down on top of her and squeezed.
After a short time and a few kisses, I propped myself up on my hands and hovered over her; looking into those gorgeous blue eyes, I slowly started sliding in and out of her warm, moist tunnel of love. I knew I couldn't hold out forever but I was determined to bring her with me.
I could hear Mel's pleads for more, "Oh, yes-yes-yes," she'd say in a breathless voice. "Give it to me, yes—oh my God," she cried out.
I knew she was getting close again; now, to time it just right. I pushed a little harder, a little faster. Mel's appeals for more turned into wanton, sensuous groans. Just as I had to release, Mel reached up again and dug her nails into back. Her whole body tensed with amatory spasms of lust as I erupted inside of her.
I tried to collapse to the side but Mel pulled me down to her breasts. I could feel both of our hearts beating wildly.
After a short rest I felt Mel's hands start to meander southward. My whole body twitched as she raked her nails along my growing hard-on.
"Oh, that didn't take long," she uttered...and that was just the start of a very wonderful weekend.
***
I didn't see Eugene again until later the following week. Tony gave me a heads-up as he walked in behind me.
"Hi, Chase."
Well, it had been a full week since he'd walked away from the shrew and he was still smiling. "How's it going, Eugene? Still living life as a bachelor or did she reel you back in again?" I was half expecting him to tell me they'd made up but he surprised me again.
"I told you, Chase, I'm never going back. I filed for divorce three days ago. I'm pretty sure they served her today. She's been calling my cell every five minutes since eleven o'clock this morning. I thought sure she'd come down to the store and make a scene but she didn't."
"Really—you're really serious aren't you. You're actually going to divorce her."
"Yeah! It might take a while; my attorney said she could drag it out for a year if she wants to. Hopefully she'll just be glad to get rid of me and sign the papers."
"How did you two ever get together, anyway? She was always strutting around like little miss high and mighty. No offense, Eugene, but you're not exactly what I'd call a catch."
"I...I don't really know, to tell you the truth," he said, after thinking for a few seconds. "I was working in the store during the summer and after school in my senior year. She used to come in and see me all the time. She was nice in the beginning; probably the only girl who ever was nice to me. Now, thinking back, she most likely just wanted someone she could boss around and I fit the bill."
"I'll say," I mumbled under my breath. "So, when did she start bringing guys to the house or did she always do that?"
"No, last week was only the second time she did that. I think she's always been cheating on me, though. She never let ME touch her, that's for sure. She'd say she was going out with the girls all the time, then come home at one or two in the morning with her lipstick all smeared, her hair would be a mess; half the time her blouse would be undone. If I said anything she'd go into such a tirade it just wasn't worth it. I knew there was no way she was going to stop anyway, no matter what I said."
I just shook my head. "How long have you guys been married?"
"The year after graduation..." he looked at me and kind of shrugged his shoulders. "Like I said, she was the only girl who was ever nice to me. I never really even asked her. One day, when we were in the mall, she dragged me into a jewelry store and pointed to an engagement ring saying she wanted that one," he said with a snicker.
"Okay, so now what?" I asked. "Sounds like you're serious about the divorce, what're you going to do after that; you still going to work for her old man?"
"Yeah, I was thinking about that. I don't know. Lisa would be able to come into the store and harass me any time she wanted to. I..I don't know what I'd do if I quit, though. I mean, I started out as a stock boy. Mr. Schultz made me a manager when I married Lisa but I'm still nothing more than a glorified stock boy. Who's going to hire someone my age who's been a stock boy all his life?"
He had a point. "Well...what about going into business for yourself? Do you have any hobbies or anything like that; maybe something you can do to make some money?"
He didn't say anything. At first I thought he was trying to think of something he could do but when he looked around to see who might overhear him, I realized he had something in mind, he was just ashamed to talk about it. "You're...I can't tell you," he said with a sigh. "It'll just re-inforce what you already think about me. You'll think I'm a sissy."
Hell, I knew he was a sissy. I couldn't think of anything that would make me think he was more of a sissy than I thought already. "What? Come on, Eugene—what, you collect women's panties or something...what?"
He couldn't look me in the eye. He dropped his head and took another quick glance around to make sure nobody was in listening range. "I...I make doll houses," he mumbled.
It took every ounce of self-control I had not to break out laughing but I know he could see laughter in my eyes.
"Yeah, I know," he said. "I told you, you'd think I was a sissy. They're pretty nice, though. They're very detailed. I made one for the neighbors little girl and she loves it."
For a second I wondered how the heck I wound up sitting next to a guy who let his wife kick him out of the house so that she could fuck somebody else and on top of that...made doll houses? Why do I get involved...why?
"Which reminds me—do you know anyone with a truck I could borrow? I snuck into the house when Lisa was gone and got the rest of my clothes but I have a bunch of tools and things in the garage I still have to get. I really need a truck for that. I'd rent one but the lawyer took almost every cent I have as a retainer. They want like three hundred dollars deposit even on a small truck and I don't have it."
I sat there for a minute wondering if I really wanted to get any more involved. Oh what the hell, I told myself. "My dad has a pickup but he'd never let a stranger drive it. I guess I could drive. I want to do it when your wife's not there, though."
"Yeah, me too," he grumbled. "Thanks, Chase, that'd be great. How about next Tuesday about sever thirty. Lisa will be at her folk's house...at least that's where she says she goes every Tuesday. I never checked but it wouldn't surprise me if she didn't have another boyfriend stashed somewhere."
I couldn't help shaking my head again. This guy had lived minus his balls for so long I couldn't see how he'd ever grow a pair.
"Yeah," I said, trying to keep the disgust from my voice. "I have to ask but I'm sure it'll be okay.
That weekend Mel came over with her overnight bag and didn't leave until Sunday afternoon. Needless to say, I didn't think of Eugene at all. In fact it wasn't until Tuesday morning that I remembered I was supposed to ask my dad for his truck. I drove over to dad and mom's after work, picked up the pickup and headed over to Plato's to meet Eugene.
We passed his house first to see if there was any sign of life. There was one light on but Eugene said his soon-to-be-ex always left the kitchen light on whenever she went out. He pulled out his garage door opener and damn if it didn't still work. I surmised that maybe she still expected him to come crawling back.
The rising door cleared the way for my headlights to illuminate the empty space where Lisa's car would normally be parked, but it wasn't until the overhead light was turned on that I was pleasantly surprised. Eugene had a class "A" woodworking space all set up. It was small but impeccably laid out and organized.
I turned the ignition off and climbed out of the truck to go take a closer look. The tools were all light duty but top quality.
"Damn, Eugene, you've got a nice lay-out here."
"Thanks, I love building things," he replied.
That's when my eyes started to wander some of the shelves above my head. Maybe it was my preconceived ideas about him when he told me about building doll houses but I never envisioned what I was looking at. They weren't doll houses; they were miniature homes-exact in every detail. The workmanship would rival the most skilled master carpenter or cabinet maker.
"Geez, Eugene, you really built these by hand?"
"Yeah, I told you I make doll houses."
"Man, you have to come up with a better term for these than doll houses. These are incredible," I gushed.
"Thanks Chase. Lisa always told people I played with doll houses. It's nice to see them appreciated by someone other than me."
We loaded his tools then grabbed a couple of thick blankets to insulate the doll houses so they wouldn't get damaged. We drove over to a storage facility he'd rented and unloaded, then headed for Plato's where his car was parked.
I had been thinking. "Let's stop in for one quick one," I said. "The night is still young."
He agreed so we headed inside where Tony had two cold ones waiting for us.
"I know someone who might be able to help you," I told Eugene. "My girlfriend, Mel. She has a B.A. in marketing. She just might be willing to help you come up with a marketing plan for those doll houses."
"Really? You really think I could make money selling them?"
"I don't know. They sure are nice. I don't see why you couldn't. How long does it take to build one?"
"Oh...a couple of days, sometimes 3 if it's a real complicated one," he told me.
"Hmmm, okay; don't quit your day job just yet," I warned him. "I'll talk to Mel over the weekend and just see what she thinks."
We finished our beers and split for home. Eugene was still staying at the motel but was talking about finding a small efficiency apartment. I had to give him credit, so far he'd stood his ground.
On Thursday I got a call from Mel. Every once in a while she'd meet her girlfriends for drinks on a Friday night; the following was going to be one of those nights. I was disappointed because our weekends usually started out on Friday night but it actually gave me some time to figure out some kind of surprise.
The weekend before she showed up at me door with her suitcase and spent the whole weekend with me. The week before that she met me at her place wearing that red lingerie...I had to come up with something for her.
Since I wasn't going to see Mel until the following day, I stopped in at Plato's on the way home from work, Friday. "Hey, Tony, you know anyone that has a killer recipe for eggs-benedict?" It was Mel's favorite breakfast but she was very particular about how they had to be prepared so she didn't really order them that much.
"Yeah," he responded, "me."
"Really? I'd like to cook them up for my girlfriend tomorrow morning but she's pretty fussy about how they're cooked."
"Absolutely. When they're made the right way they're delicious, but if you screw them up they're flat and tasteless. First you need real Canadian beacon, not ham. The eggs have to be cooked so the yokes are still runny so they mix with the Hollandaise sauce, and that has to be thick and tangy. You top it all off with a black olive."
I was impressed. "Damn, Tony, that's exactly how she likes it. Could you write it all down for me, I'll pay you for it."
"You don't have to pay me. Call it Karma; you're giving your buddy a helping hand so I'm giving you one. What do they call it, paying it forward?"
The following morning I was parked at Mel's apartment complex. I checked the grocery bags one more time to make sure I had all the ingredients I needed then debated whether I should ring the doorbell yet or not.
I knew she probably wanted to sleep in a little after being out with the girls but I didn't want to wait too long or she might already have had her breakfast. I waited until eight-thirty before ringing her bell. After a minute or so I saw the peephole in the door go dark for a second. She hid behind the door as it opened. As I walked in it closed behind me, revealing my favorite girl clad only in a pair of panties. She was yawning with her hand covering her mouth and her eyes were only half open. God, what a sexy sight. I set the bags on the floor, stepped up and kissed her.
She wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a sleepy little grin. "What took you so long?" she cooed.
I smiled. She really was a great gal. "You want to eat before or after?"
She covered her mouth with her hand as she yawed a second time. "Before," she tried hard to articulate, "I need to wake up."
"Okay, why don't jump in the shower and rinse off to wake up. I'll get breakfast started."
"Oookayyy," she yawed again while talking. "What are you making?"
"It's a surprise," I said while picking up the bags and heading toward the kitchen.
I followed Tony's recipe and was just finishing when Mel came down, looking a little more refreshed than earlier.
"What time did you get in?" I asked while laying down a plate of the best looking Eggs Benedict you ever saw.
"Oh, this looks delicious, honey. I didn't know you were such a gourmet."
"I hope you like them," I said, sitting down with my own plate. For a second I thought she was going to ignore my question but after savoring her first bite of my breakfast masterpiece she answered me.
"I didn't get in until after two. Ummm, honey, these are fantastic."
"Thanks. Is everything okay? You don't usually come in that late from a night out with the ladies."
"No, things...well, with me things are alright but not with Nancy. She found out her husband has been cheating on her and she's devastated. We all stayed a lot longer than normal, trying to cheer her up a little. I feel so sorry for her. It's like her whole world collapsed on her."
"Nancy- is she the tall blond that has the office behind yours?"
"Yeah," she suddenly looked up at me. "Don't get any big ideas there buckaroo. I'm not giving up anyone who cooks Eggs Benedict like this."
I smiled. I knew she was BS'ing but it was still nice to hear. "I just wasn't sure who you were talking about."
We talked about her friend while we ate. Her cheating husband reminded me of Eugene which reminded me of the doll houses. "Honey, I'm sorry to change the subject but if I don't ask I'll forget."
"Ask what?"
"I have a friend who makes wooden doll houses by hand. They're extremely intricate and detailed. He'd like to be able to make a living doing it so I told him I'd ask you about marketing them; just to see if you had any ideas."
"Do I know this friend?"
"No. I used to go to school with him but we just met up again recently. He's going through a divorce just like Nancy. His wife had been having affairs for a long time. He finally got fed up."
Mel was slowly shaking her head at my statement. "What is it with all the cheating spouses out there?"
"I don't know, honey. Why get married if you're only going to cheat anyway? I don't get it either."
She looked at me and smiled. "You know, for a player you've got some very old fashioned ideas. It's one of the things I like about you."
I wasn't sure how to respond so I just gave her kind of a sidewise grin and shrugged my shoulders.
She just smiled. "So...he makes wooden doll houses by hand. How long does it take him to build one?"
"He said two or three days."
"Well, there's no way he could make a living selling them wholesale; not if they take that long to build. He'd have to retail them."
As soon as she said that she stopped and thought for a second. "Actually, maybe he could market them as a one-of-a-kind type thing to a niche clientele...maybe through a broker. He'd get a lot more out of them that way. I'd have to see some though. I wouldn't even talk to any brokers unless I knew what I was talking about."
"That's no problem," I told her. "He moved out of his house but he has a couple in a storage unit over on Dempster."
Mel got a mischievous look on her face. "Of course if I help out your friend I'll expect to be paid for my services. In remuneration I expect some extra time with you eating at the 'Y.'"
Now it was my turn to grin. "I have never been happier to pay a debt."
"Good, then you can start right now," she declared. "Are you staying the night?"
"Yeah, I have some clean clothes in the car."
"That's my man," she commented with a chuckle. "Why don't you call your friend and see if we can meet him at his storage locker tomorrow some time. I'd like to see these doll houses. Then meet me in the bedroom. It won't be hard to recognize me. I'll be the one laying on the bed naked with my legs apart."
With those parting words and an evil smile, she left the kitchen and headed toward the bedroom. I quickly pulled out my phone and called Eugene. We arranged to meet the next day at two. With that done I sprinted toward Shangri la, ready to start Mel's compensation.
I stripped off my clothes in the living room before even getting to the bedroom. When I walked in I acted as if I was looking for someone. "Let's see now," I said, out loud. "She said she'd be the naked one with her legs open. "Oh, I think I see her."
Mel giggled. "Will you quit clowning around and get on down here," she said with a big smile.
I looked down and swore that cute, little pussy winked at me. In record time I was on my knees, breathing in the succulent aroma as my tongue delved into her womanhood. As if licking a big lollypop, I started at the bottom and dragged my tongue along the folds of her lips, all the way to her clit. She screamed with pleasure as I sucked it into my mouth and lightly nipped at it with my teeth. It didn't take long before Mel threw back her head, arched her back and grabbed the sheets at her side while climaxing for the first time.



I slowed my oral maneuverings and allowed her some time before throwing her legs over my shoulders and diving in again. From past experience, I knew there was no limit to how many times I could get her off with my tongue. I believe it was three, maybe four orgasms later before she was able to speak.
"Ah, ah," she puffed, "I...I can take anymore. Put it in...now," she panted.
I had to smile to myself. We were so damn compatible, sexually.
I climbed up as she reached down and took ahold my throbbing manhood and easily slid it into that pretty, little slot. For the rest of the night, she countered my euphoric groans with her own cries of ecstasy.
***
Eugene was anxiously waiting in his car when we pulled up. I introduced him and Mel before he unlocked the storage locker. Mel took a look and I knew she was having the same reaction I had the first time I saw them.
"Oh my God...Eugene, you made these yourself? They're absolutely gorgeous."
"Thanks. I've been making things since I was a kid. I started making doll houses about five years ago but it's just been a hobby. Chase was the one who thought I might be able to sell them."
"Okay, I've seen enough," said Mel, after looking over the second model. "How many of these can you make in—let's say the next two or three weeks? But they have to be this quality, no shortcuts."
"Ah, well I've got a problem right now. These lockers don't have any electricity. I need someplace to work that has power."
"How big of a place do you need?"
"Oh it doesn't have to be big. This would be big enough in size if it had electricity."
I could see the wheels turning in Mel's head as she glanced around the room.
"Okay. The apartment complex where I'm staying has garages just about this size. I rent one for my car and they do have electricity. I guess my car could stay outside for a while...at least until you can find another place to set up."
Eugene was almost overwhelmed with gratitude. He couldn't stop thanking her. I got the impression he hadn't had a lot of nice things done for him by other people, before.
"I guess that means I have to borrow my dad's truck again," I interjected.
"Do..." The timid Eugene started to emerge again. "Do you mind, Chase?"
"No, not at all. If Mel believes in you enough to let her Lexus sit outside then I believe in you too."
"I...I..."
I could see tears welling up in his eyes as he tried to speak.
"I don't know how I'll ever thank you—both of you. No one's ever been nice to me like this," he finally got out.
We made plans to get his tools over to Mel's then she and I headed over to Denny's for a late lunch.
"That man is so sweet," Mel remarked on the drive over.
"Yeah, he's a nice guy. I just wish he had some balls. He used to get picked on constantly in school, even by kids smaller than him. They could do anything they wanted to him and he'd never fight back. Shit, his wife literally kicked him out of his own house so she could fuck her lover and all he did was cry and whine about it.
"I thought you said he was divorcing her?"
"He is...now. I, ah—I think I might have had something to do with that. I'm proud of him, though; so far he's sticking to his guns."
"Some people just don't like confrontation, I guess. Not everyone can be a he-man like my Chase," she said with big smile.
Clowning around, I lightly beat my chest with my fists and did a quiet Tarzan yell. That got a laugh out of her.
"He may not be a tough guy but he sure is talented. Those doll houses are something else," she said. Don't tell him yet; I don't want to disappoint him if I can't pull it off but I may know just the person to sell those for him...Jason Trewel. He's a broker that deals in nothing but high-end specialty items for the rich and powerful. This is just the kind of thing he might be interested in."
***
That Tuesday we moved Eugene's stuff and set it up in Mel's small garage. He was as excited as a little kid and we all three went out to eat afterward. We talked about doll houses for a while, then Mel changed the subject.
"So, Eugene, Chase tells me you're in the process of a divorce. I'm sorry to hear that; any chance of you and your wife getting back together?"
"No, none," he answered.
"You know what they say, Eugene, if you fall off the horse you have to get right back up again."
I was wondering just where Mel was going with this.
"Do you have any special someone waiting in the wings?" she asked.
He looked embarrassed, maybe ashamed. "No, I've never been very good with women. They don't like me too much. I...I guess maybe I'm too shy or something," he muttered.
"Nonsense," said Mel. "You're a good looking guy. You just need to get out there. Give someone a chance to know you a little. Hey, I have an idea..."
I knew it. I knew Mel was leading up to something.
"There's a girl at work I think you should meet," she continued.
"Not Nancy," I said, breaking into her little soliloquy.
"No, not Nancy. Actually her husband came back asking for a second chance. I think she's making a mistake but she let him move back in and they're going to marriage counseling. No—Bev, Mr. Janson's secretary. She's cute, intelligent, personable, and single."
I looked at Eugene. He looked scared again but Mel was relentless.
"What do say, Eugene? Maybe we could double date," she blurted out before I could stop her.
I didn't mind helping the guy out but I wasn't too keen on him tagging along with Mel and me. Unfortunately there wasn't much I could do, the invitation was out there. I saw Eugene's eyes brighten right up.
"Yeah, double date with you and Chase? Well...you really think she'd like me?"
Mel continued to get us in deeper. "I don't know but there's only one way to find out. What do you say? I can see if she's free and if so we can set something up for this Friday."
It didn't surprise me when he jumped at the offer. Once again I reminded myself to never-ever get involved in someone else's affairs.
Since I wouldn't have a chance to stop in on Friday night, due to our double date, I stopped off to converse with Tony over a beer on Thursday, after work. As soon as I sat down he served my beer with a question.
"You got a new squeeze?"
He caught me off guard. "A new squeeze...as in girlfriend? No, why would you think that?"
He leaned his elbow on the bar as he talked. "Some chick's been in here every night this week looking for you."
"Hmmm; what's she look like?"
"Ah, about five-six, bleached blond hair, maybe ten or fifteen pounds overweight but not bad."
"That's sounds like Lisa, Eugene's soon to be ex-wife. She's looking for me?"
Tony just nodded.
"Great. The next time she comes in tell her you haven't seen me and heard I was hanging out in some other bar but you don't know which one."
"Maybe you should tell her. She just walked in and is standing right behind you," he told me with a slight chuckle.
"Hi, Lisa," I said without turning to face her. She sat down on the bar stool next to me.
"Hello, Chase. It took me a little while but I finally figured out who you were. I kind of remember you from school."
"How did you know where to find me?"
She ordered a white wine before answering. "You're fairly well known around town. I just asked around."
"Okay, so you found me. What do you want, Lisa?"
"I want to know what gives you the right to poke your nose into other people's business. We were happily married before you came along."
I had to laugh. "Maybe you were happily married but your husband sure wasn't. Let me ask you a question. What gives you the right to treat him like he was shit under your shoe?"
"He's my husband. I can treat him any damn way I want," she spewed.
"Maybe so, but he also has the right to walk out any time he wants," I responded.
That seemed to set her back on her heels a little. "Look, I didn't come down here to argue with you, Chase. I want you to tell Eugene all is forgiven so he can come home. I know what I said about making his life miserable but I'm not mad anymore. I promise to treat him better."
Like, I was going to believe that. "Lisa, you know he's still working at your dad's grocery store. Go tell him yourself."
"I can't. My dad forbids me to go into the store to talk to him. He's afraid I'll make a scene. I think he's kind of pissed at me."
"Look, Lisa, according to Eugene he's not interested in crawling back to you, as you so kindly put it. You blew it. Accept it and move on."
"Okay, I blew it, but he listens to you. I just want you to tell him I deserve another chance. I promise I'll treat him better...no more other men."
"Sorry, Lisa, I'm afraid I don't believe you, and I doubt that Eugene would either. What do you care, anyway? You're daddy's only little girl. You'll have money for the rest of your life. I'm sure there are a ton of guys out there that would sell their manhood for a taste of the good-life.
She sighed and slumped her shoulders. "I miss him. I miss having him with me."
"You should have thought of that before driving him away."
She looked at me with anger in her eyes. "He wouldn't have gone if it hadn't been for you. The least you could do is put in a kind word for me."
"You're wrong there, Lisa. All I did was give him a kick in the pants. He would've left you eventually anyway. Eugene is finally starting to find himself. Leave him alone. Go ruin someone else's life."
I could see the anger in her eyes intensify. "This isn't over," she snarled. She downed the rest of her wine in one gulp and left.
Tony came right over. "Wow, you really let her have it, my friend."
"You heard?"
"Oh yeah, I didn't miss a word. Is she really that big of a bitch?"
"Worse," I replied. "She was on her best behavior just then," I joked.
I stayed, nursed a couple beers and talked to Tony until ten, then went home. I always liked to get to bed early on a Thursday night so I had plenty of energy for my weekends.
The next night we all met at my place. It was more centrally located than Mel's. She brought Bev with her. Eugene showed up a couple minutes later. Being the de-facto host, I made everyone a drink so we could all sit and get acquainted before leaving for the restaurant.
I had seen Bev in Mel's office once or twice but didn't know her at all. She seemed a little shy herself. I could see why Mel thought they might make a good couple.
During the course of conversation, Bev asked Eugene about his doll houses. Mel had obviously told her a little about them. At first he was hesitant to talk about them—probably thinking she would see him as everyone else did...a sissy. But Mel was good at drawing people out. Once she got him talking we almost couldn't shut him up again.
Dinner came off without a hitch. Both Eugene and Bev seemed to be emerging from their reticent shells a little and Mel nudged me a couple times when she caught them looking at each other.
From there we went dancing. Eugene wasn't very light on his feet but Bev just laughed off his clumsiness. The entire evening went well...well enough, in fact, that we repeated it the following month.
In spite of Lisa's ridiculous attempts at reconciliation, Eugene pressed forward with the divorce. He really was done with his ex; there was no doubt about it. For the first time since I'd known him, I could see subtle changes. He was becoming ever-so-slightly more confident in himself. During the day he still worked for Lisa's father in the store but his evenings were spent in Mel's garage building his doll houses...except for Wednesdays when he went to his self-defense classes.
***
I walked into Plato's on a Monday night after work. Tony just about fainted.
"Is the sky falling or something?" he asked. "I've never seen you in here on a Monday."
"Hi, Tony," I said with a forced smile. "No, I'm just a little aggravated. I need a beer and an ear."
"Beer and ear, hey I like that," he chuckled. "If I ever scrape enough together for my own place, that's what I'm going to name it, 'The Beer and Ear.' Thanks."
"Don't mention it," I grumbled.
"So what's got you so down?"
"Mel-I just spent the weekend with her and all she did was talk the whole time about Eugene and how talented he is. He makes these wooden doll houses and she's going to help him sell some of them. I mean—I like the guy and I'm glad she's helping him out, but damn it..."
Just then my phone rang. I looked at the screen and saw it was Mel. "Well," I said to Tony, "she's probably calling to apologize. I hit the connect button. "Hi gorgeous."
"Hi Chase. Listen I wanted to call before you made any plans for next weekend. I have to go out of town. We're leaving Friday night, after work and won't be back until Monday night."
"We? Who's we?" I asked.
"Eugene and I. We're going to New York to see Jason. He's the guy I was telling you about when you first asked me to help; the broker. Eugene has built up a pretty good inventory. We're taking four different style houses up to show him. We have no way of safely packing them for a plane ride so we have to drive up there and back."
I don't know anything about marketing but I couldn't understand why they had to go all the way to New York just to find somebody to sell those things. Oh well, what could I say? I knew she was good at her job and I could hear the excitement in her voice; besides, I was the one who thought of getting Mel involved in the first place. "Okay. Maybe we can get together some night this week?"
"Ah, possibly but we'll have to play it by ear. I'm still negotiating with Jason contingent on his acceptance to broker for Eugene and we still have to make arrangements for accommodations in New York while we're there. There's a lot to do so I can't promise."
I really was starting to regret ever getting Mel involved. "How about if I call you Wednesday after work?"
"That'd be fine, honey, but remember, I'm making no promises."
"Yeah, I got it," I answered. Mel evidently didn't hear the little anger in my voice, or if she did, she didn't say anything. We said our good buys and hung up.
Tony had been standing just a few feet away, washing glasses. "Bad news?"
"Yeah, kind of; Mel has to go to New York over the weekend."
"That IS a shame. Hey, I know a perky little blond who's on the make if you're looking for company."
I chuckled. We never actually came out and said it but almost from the start, Mel and I had an understanding. I hadn't dated anyone but her since our third date and I know she's been true to me as well.
"No thanks, Tony, I appreciate the thought. I guess I can survive one weekend. I'll tell what though, I know I've said this before but this time I really mean it; if you ever see me meddling in someone's business again, promise me you'll kick my ass all the way back home."
He looked up at the ceiling like he was considering what I said. "Hmmm, that could be fun. Okay I promise," he said, light heartedly.
Wednesday turned out to be a really crappy day at work. On top of that Mel wasn't answering her phone so by the time I got home I was in a really bad mood...until I walked up to my apartment door and found a sultry looking Mel leaning against the jam.
She held up a white bag. "I brought Chinese," she said with a grin.
God, she was like a beacon on a foggy night. I wrapped my arms around her and pressed my lips to hers in a dual of tongues.
Mel felt my erection and pressed her body harder into mine. Without letting her go, I fumbled for my keys and opened the door. I kicked it shut behind us as we stumbled inside. Mel dropped the bag on the floor as we started ripping at each other's clothes. With wanton lust, Mel wrapped her legs around my waist while I pushed her back against the wall. I had her blouse open and her bra pushed up to gain access to her firm breasts.
In the melee of frantic hands and popping buttons, Mel managed to get my pants down to my knees. She exhaled with a long moan as I pushed the gusset of her panties to one side and drove myself inside of her.
With no regard to my neighbors, our fucking resounded throughout the building as Mel's back met the wall with every thrust.
I watched as she closed her eyes and tossed her head back. Sharp nails dug into my flesh and her legs almost crushed my insides as she came hard. As her pussy muscles squeezed my cock the release was mind shattering. I collapsed, trapping Mel's body between me and the wall that now supported me. Our breathing was ragged and heavy as we both fought for control of our own bodies.
Slowly, Mel's legs loosened their grip and eventually moved to support her. I heard her laugh. "If I'd had known that was going to happen I would have brought Chinese a long time ago."
In spite of still trying to calm down, it was too funny not to laugh. We both pulled ourselves together enough to get to the kitchen table and eat...after which we headed to the bedroom for another couple rounds of carnal delights.
I was hoping she'd stay over but she said she had to get going. I told her to drive careful and she was off.
Friday night I didn't walk into Pluto's until nine-thirty. Since there wasn't anything else to do I had stayed late to catch up on some things at work. I knew Mel and Eugene had been on the road for a few hours already and was disappointed that she didn't call to say goodbye before leaving.
About eleven, I was just getting ready to head on home when my phone rang. I wondered who would be calling so late...I should have known. "Hi, gorgeous, don't tell me you're there already."
"Hi, honey. No, we won't get into New York until about six in the morning. I started out driving but Eugene took over about an hour ago so I could get some rest. We just passed Youngstown, Ohio. I'm going to try and grab forty winks but before I do I thought I'd give you a call for some phone sex."
I heard her laugh.
"You should see how red Eugene just got when I said that," she chuckled again. "Don't worry, Eugene, I'm only kidding," she told him.
"Damn it," I said into the phone. "Tell him to hold his hands over his ears if he doesn't want to hear...no wait, he's driving. That's not a good idea," I joked back.
"I just wanted to call. The weekend's going to be a very busy so I doubt if I'll get a chance to talk again until next week."
"Okay, babe; I wish you and Eugene all the luck in the world. Drive safe and call me when you can." We finished the call with a couple of phone kisses.
Tony overheard my end of the conversation. "You should marry that girl, Chase. She seems like a keeper to me."
"Tony, if I was the marrying kind I think I would have popped the question months ago. I guess I'm just one of those guys that all the women talk about; you know, afraid of commitment."
I tossed some money on the bar and took off for home. It was the first Friday night in months where I was in bed before midnight...I mean to sleep.
I didn't hear from her again until the following Monday evening.
"Hi, handsome."
"Hi yourself, gorgeous. How did it go?"
"Well, Jason's playing it close to the vest but he does that when he's negotiating his commission structure. He really liked the models though, I could tell. He said he'd let us know by the end of the week."
"That's great, honey. I have my fingers crossed for you."
"Thanks, hon. I wanted to call you and let you know we were back but I'm beat from the long drive. I'm going to hit the sack. I have to be at work tomorrow."
I could tell from her voice that she was exhausted. "Okay, babe. I'm glad you called though. I'd have been worried if you hadn't."
We said our goodbyes and hung up. It was still too early for me to go to bed so I grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat down to relax in my lounge chair. For some reason I couldn't shake Tony's words from my brain. "You should marry that girl." I couldn't believe I was even thinking about it. I've seen too many of my buddies trapped in bad marriages.



I have one friend, Jack, who married the love of his life straight out of high school. Only three years later he found out she was cheating on him. He went searching for the asshole she was fucking and caught up with him in bar on the other side of town. He went after the guy but unfortunately for Jack, the guy not only whipped his ass but a couple of the guy's buddies jumped in as well. Jack spent three weeks in the hospital. On top of it his wife got more than her share in the divorce. These days, if you mention his ex-wife's name you'd better duck. He hates her with a passion and still says he's going to get even some day.
No, there's just too many, 'what-if's,' to risk getting married. I would consider asking her to move in with me, though. With that thought in mind I finished my beer and went to bed.
Thursday, since I hadn't heard from Mel, I thought I'd give her a call and see if she made any plans for the weekend.
"Chase, I was just about to call you," she squealed into the phone sounding more like a little girl than her adult self. "Guess what?"
"I don't know but it must be pretty good," I joked.
"Oh it's more than just pretty good, it's fantastic! Jason not only has agreed to represent Eugene but he's already sold two of his houses. Isn't that great!"
Now I'll admit, it was good news...especially after they drove all the up there to see the guy, but I was having a hard time matching Mel's enthusiasm. "That's great, honey. You both should be very proud of yourselves. You both did a great job," I told her, trying to sound a little more excited than I really was.
"I was wondering if you had anything special you wanted to do this weekend. Maybe we can celebrate your success some way."
"It's already planned," she said. "We're all going to meet at Plato's at seven, from there Eugene is taking us all to dinner and then we're going dancing...oh, Chase, wear something nice. It doesn't have to be a suit but wear maybe a sport coat, okay?"
"A sport coat?" I questioned.
"Yeah, he said he was taking us someplace nice for dinner."
"Okay, I'll bring a sport coat." Once again I was feeling a little put-out. I was really looking forward to a quiet weekend of sex, sex, and more sex with Mel. I sighed quietly to myself. I guess I can put up with Eugene for a few hours.
Friday night I walked into Plato's right on time. "It's waiting for you," Tony said, with a nod of his head. I looked over to the booths and saw Eugene signaling to me. He was sitting with Bev. Mel had her back to me. That was something else that irked me a little. I've always had this idiosyncrasy about sitting with my back to the door. Oh well, I said to myself; I guess I can put up with it for a little while. As I walked to the booth I thought...I seem to be telling myself that a lot, lately.
"Hi, gorgeous," I said to Mel as I slid in next to her. I put my arm around her and gave her a kiss.
"Mmmmm," she moaned with a smile as our lips parted. Under the table, I felt her hand stealthily move to my crotch and her smile widened. "I missed you," she said.
"Prove it," I responded.
"Later," she promised.
Eugen was dying to tell me..."Chase, did Melony tell you the good news?"
"Yes, she did. Congratulations."
"Thanks, I owe it all to you and Melony."
It sounded strange to hear someone call Mel by her full first name. Hardly anyone ever did that. I looked at her. "Melony?"
"Yeah," she replied. "On the way up to New York he asked me what Mel stood for."
"I think Melony is a pretty name so I asked if she minded if I called her that," Eugene chimed in.
"I said no provided he didn't mind if I called him Gene," said Mel.
I found it amusing. "Okay, so we're using your full name but cutting his," I said with a chuckle.
As I looked up I saw Eugene glancing up in the direction of the bar. It was the second or third time I saw him do that. "Something wrong," I asked.
"No," he answered, not too convincingly.
Bev noticed it too. "Do you know them?" she asked.
I turned my head to see who she was talking about. There was a guy and a girl sitting at the bar. The guy looked vaguely familiar but he was blocking my view of the girl. "Didn't he go to school with us?"
"Yeah," answered Gene. "He was a year ahead of us. He walked in with Lisa just as you sat down."
"Lisa?"
"Yeah; you probably can't see her but she's sitting on the other side of him."
I could see the guy glancing over at us and snickering. I saw it was in fact Lisa when she leaned forward and looked our way while laughing. They were making it very plain that Gene was the source of their amusement.
"You want me to have Tony kick them out?" I asked.
"No; I couldn't care less who she sleeps with these days. I did think she had better taste than him, though."
Tony was pretty busy so he wasn't paying much attention when the two of them got up and headed our way.
I started to stand up but Eugene said he would handle it. I sat poised as they reached our booth, just in case. They both stood next to Eugene and loomed over him.
Eugene looked up at them with a greeting, "Hello, Pete...Lisa."
"Well if it isn't Euuugeene," Pete said, stretching out the name probably the same way he did in school. Some people just never grow up.
Lisa looked over at Bev. "Who's she, some hooker you picked up?"
Before anyone could even say anything, Bev came back with a quick retort. "No, Lisa, I already took your husband from you. I wouldn't want to take your customers too."
To say the look on Lisa's face was comical is an understatement, but the comment gave Pete the opening he was looking for to challenge Gene. "Eugene, your slut owes my girlfriend an apology." He leaned down and grabbed Gene's shirt, "Either she says she's..."
Like a flash, Gene grabbed his hand and twisted it backwards, bringing Pete to his knees. Before he even realized what was happening, Gene was standing over him, adding just enough pressure to make Pete scream something about breaking his arm.
Lisa was more surprised than I was. She screamed at Gene and was about to attack him when Tony suddenly appeared and grabbed her.
"What the hell is going on?" yelled Tony.
I filled him in. "This asshole came in with Gene's ex trying to make trouble. I looks like Gene has it handled though, Tony."
Gene released his grip on Pete's arm so Tony could usher them out.
"Come one, you two. I'll say this politely only once, I want you out of here and I don't want to see either of you in here again," Tony told them in his official 'bad-ass' voice.
I watched as Tony escorted them away. As they got as far as the bar, Lisa looked back at us. She had tears in her eyes. At that moment I realized that somehow, in her own twisted way, she actually did care for Gene. I almost felt sorry for her...almost.
After throwing them out, Tony came back and gave us a round on the house.
I can't tell you how impressed I was. I knew Eugene had been taking self-defense lessons but...
He thanked Tony for the free beers then expressed his regrets to everyone. We sat and talked through our free round but it was getting time to go. Eugene—Gene wouldn't say where we were going to eat, just to follow him. A few minutes later we pulled up in front of Chez' Paul, probably the finest and most expensive restaurant within a fifty mile radius.
"Now aren't you glad I told you to bring a sport coat," Mel said as I she looked over to me while the parking attendant opened her door for her.
I got out my side, grabbed my sport coat off the hanger in back, slipped it on, and escorted my girl into the restaurant right behind our host and his girl. Gene was grinning from ear to ear as he gave his name to the maitre' d. We were shown to our table and Gene was given the wine list. He passed it to me saying he wasn't that familiar with wine and asked if I would pick out a good one. I was a little uncomfortable because of the prices. I figured I'd be pulling my own credit card out before the end of the night.
By the time we were finished we all agreed that Chez' Paul had earned its reputation. The check came encased in a little black leather folder which our waiter inconspicuously laid beside our host. I got a little nervous for Eugene. With the bottle of wine and dessert, I had roughly calculated the bill to be in the vicinity of three hundred and fifty dollars. I was contemplating taking him aside and offering to help pay, but before I could figure out how to get him alone, he withdrew four, crisp one-hundred dollar bills from his wallet and stuffed them into the case, then handed it back to the waiter telling him no change was necessary. Okay...again, I was impressed.
From there we went to Spigot's, a higher end dance club. People who went there usually knew how to dance. I could hold my own but again I was nervous for Gene. Shortly after being shown to a table and ordering drinks, I asked Mel to dance. As we started to walk out to the floor I heard Gene asking Bev to dance as well.
As we tripped the light fantastic, I noticed Mel watching them with a small smile. I looked over and watched as Gene glided around the floor with Bev in his arms. It was my third surprise for the night. Mel saw the look on my face.
"I've been giving him a few dance lessons," she told me.
"It looks like he was a good student," I commented back.
As the night wore on we spent a little less time dancing and more time at the table, talking. Gene started telling us of his plans for quitting his job and renting space where he could build the doll houses full time. I was happy for him but it sounded like he was going off half-cocked and could get himself in financial trouble real quick. I thought I should try to bring him back down to earth a little.
"Gene, I'm happy for you but maybe you should reconsider quitting your job, at least for a little while. What if this guy doesn't sell anymore?"
I was surprised that Mel seemed to be supporting his plans. She was usually a pretty level headed girl. "Chase, Jason already has orders coming in," she informed me.
"Alright...still, I mean you said you can only make about three per week—right? And from what Mel says, this guy is taking a pretty good cut of the pie..."
Gene got a serious look on his face and looked at Mel.
"I didn't tell him everything," she said. "He has no idea."
Gene looked back at me. "Chase, Jason is not your usual wholesaler. He's a broker who sells things to some of the richest people in the world. Those two doll houses he sold went to some Middle Eastern sheik who owns a ton of oil wells. The guy bought them for his two daughters. He paid twenty thousand dollars apiece for them."
I was just taking a swig from my longneck. When I heard 'twenty thousand dollars apiece' I gasped, opening my pallet and forcing my beer out through my nose in a humiliating spay of snot and hops. Mel starting patting me on the back as I grabbed for a napkin.
"Are you alright?" she asked with a slight chuckle in her voice.
I was still coughing and unable to answer her except to nod my head. It was so embarrassing. I knew everyone was looking at me so I excused myself and headed for the washroom. 'Twenty thousand apiece,' I kept saying to myself as I blew my nose and got cleaned up.
It looked like the waitress had come over and cleaned up the table while I was in the men's room. I apologized as I sat back down.
"I'm sorry, Chase. I should have broken it to you a little more subtly. I knew you had no idea how much I was getting paid," he said.
"No, no, that's okay," I assured him. "I guess congratulations really ARE in order."
"He's already got orders for four more but I have to make a custom shipping container for each one. Something that will protect them well enough to be shipped overseas. I'm working on them right now. Jason gets the orders and I drop ship right to the customer. I get paid by wire transfer before I even ship. It was all negotiated by Melony. She's really something," he said, looking at her with gratitude.
I knew my girl was good at her job but I never realized how good.
We talked a little longer but since we hadn't had sex in over a week, I knew Mel had to be as horny as I was, so we all broke up and headed home. I figured Gene and Bev would be doing the same as Mel and me before the night was over. Good for him, I thought.
On a scale of one to ten, sex with Mel was always a nine-and-a-half but on that night it was off the scales. Whether it was the exhilaration from a job well done or simply being horny from the absence of sex, I didn't care. She was ravenous. We did it in every position known to man and made up a few of our own. I hadn't come four times in one night since I was a young man but you can't be with someone like Mel and not get caught up in her enthusiasm. It was dawn before we ran out of gas.
Mel loves post-coital cuddling and I can't say I mind it either—especially with her. As we lay, wrapped in each other's arms, Eugene's revelation wandered back into my head. "Twenty-thousand," I muttered, just a hair over a whisper. I heard Mel chuckle and felt her nod her head as it rested on my chest.
"Yup, twenty-thousand; Jason gets fifty percent of that though."
"Wow, really; fifty percent just for being the middle man?"
"He's more than just a middle man, Chase. He and a handful of others are legendary in my business. They're the James Bond of marketing; rogues who are self-employed and deal with an extremely select clientele. I met him a couple years ago at a convention, downtown. We hit it off and I spent the night with him."
Suddenly my whole body tensed up. Mel felt it and looked up at me. I'm sure the concern was written all over my face because she took one look and knew exactly what I was thinking.
"No, I didn't screw him in New York," she said. "I stayed with him for two nights at the convention but that was over two years ago—before I met you and I haven't seen him since until last week...and that was all business."
Knowing she just relieved my anxiety she continued. "Anyway; normally Jason works for the buyer. Some maharaja somewhere decides he wants a new yacht or private jet so he calls Jason, gives him all the specifications and tells him what all he wants on it and Jason goes to work finding an exact match. He's made as much as a million bucks on a single sale."
"Damn; if he makes that much on the big stuff, how come he's fooling with the doll houses at ten-grand a pop?"
"Because the big stuff doesn't come along every day. The people he deals with always has to have the best, no matter what it is, it has to be the best money can buy; and they're willing to pay top dollar for it—whatever it is. When word gets out about the doll houses he'll just sit back and take orders. He'll sell hundreds, maybe thousands before his clients move on to something else."
"Jesus; Gene will be set for life. What about you? Don't you get anything out of all this?"
"Well, I wasn't going to take anything. I was doing it as a favor to you, but Gene is insisting you and I both take a small percentage of the company. He wants to give me ten shares of stock. He's going to give you some, too. Don't tell him I told you, though. He wants to tell you himself."
"Shares? He's got a company with shares already?"
"Yeah, well we had to figure out some way to make sure his ex couldn't claim anything before the divorce was settled. We told Jason and he showed us how to do it. We formed a corporation and registered it in Delaware. That's one of the states that has the most relaxed corporate regulations in the country. Then the corporation issued two-hundred shares of stock. Right now they're all in my name but after Gene's divorce is final, I'll transfer the shares to him; all but the ten he wants me to keep."
"Wow, you guys really were busy, weren't you."
"Yeah, that's why I didn't get a chance to call you. We never had a minute to ourselves the whole time we were there."
"Well, it's nice of Gene to offer me some shares but I'm not going to take his money. Tell him to tack my shares on to yours. You're the one who worked for it, not me."
"You'll have to work it out with Gene, honey. He was pretty adamant about you getting something for all your help."
As it was, Gene corralled me in Plato's a few nights later. He made his offer and gave me a lot of flak when I refused. After some negotiating we settled on a payment plan—he bought the beer from then on. He wasn't too happy but it was something I could live with.
Gene called Tony over and told him all my beers were on him from now on, then ordered another for both of us. After taking his first swig, he started the second topic of conversation. "Would you believe Lisa came to the motel to apologize for the other night."
"To tell you the truth, it doesn't surprise me that much. She already looked like she was sorry for what happened when Tony booted them out that night. What'd she say?"
"Well, I guess she had a long talk with her dad. Somehow he must have heard about what happened. She said he was furious with her. From what she said, he must have laid down the law to her pretty good. He told her he was disappointed in her. That had to hurt. He's everything to her. I think he made her finally realize how she treats people—how she treated me." He took a small sigh. "Chase she cried...real tears. I'd never seen her cry before. She literally begged me to give her another chance."
"You going to do it?" I asked him.
"No, it's too late. There's too much water under the bridge. I don't believe anyone can change that quickly and that completely. I'd always be waiting for the old Lisa to reappear. Every time she went out some where I'd wonder if it was to meet a guy." He took another drink then continued. "No, but who knows, maybe she'll treat her next husband with some respect."
Over the next few months, things rolled right along. Lisa was history. The divorce was final and she had no claim on Gene's new business. For him, the money was rolling in, and consequently, Mel was making a bundle as well. Me? I had a good job, drove a new car, and had a nice apartment. That's all I required. I was proud of the things I had because I'd worked hard for them. Anything more I wanted or needed, I would work to get it, myself. The free beer was nice though.
Then came the call from Mel. She sounded concerned about something and said we needed to talk but wouldn't tell me what it was about. I agreed to meet her after work at Plato's.
I got there a couple minutes before she did and had two beers sitting in front of me when she walked in. I slid over to let her sit beside me but she took a seat on the other side of the booth.
"Hi," she said with a nervous smile as she reached over to take her Miller's Lite.
"Hi, honey," I responded, wondering if I should smile or not. I was starting to get anxious myself. Something was definitely up. Mel was having a hard time looking me in the eye. She began nervously playing with a napkin as she started talking.
"Chase, there's no easy way..."
I was concentrating so much on trying to figure out what was going on, I didn't even see Gene walk in until he was standing right next to us. Both Mel and I looked up at him at the same time.
Mel spoke right up. "What are you doing here? I told you I would handle this," she said with a little aggravation in her voice.
"Did you really think I'd let you face him alone?" he countered.
Mel moved over and Gene sat down next to her. It struck me that there was something definitely wrong with this picture. Mel should be sitting next to me, not him. It didn't take a genius to figure out what was coming next.
There was no way to keep the anger out of my voice. "You two are fucking around behind my back?" I snarled.



"No, no, Chase, we'd never do that to you," Gene jumped in quickly trying to defend their honor.
"But we have been talking, Chase," Mel added. "We...we want to explore a relationship together."
My eyes were diverted to her.
"Chase, you're a fantastic guy, you really are. But let's face it, you're not real big on committed relationships. We've been going together for over a year and we've had some great times, but as a couple, we're no closer now than we were when we first started dating. I need more. I want a husband, Chase. I want a man who is there for me twenty-four-seven. I want children, a family. I want the house with the white, picket fence. I want it all, Chase."
I sat there and heard the words but my rising anger wouldn't allow them to penetrate. I looked at Eugene again. "What about Bev? I thought you and her had something going. You just going to dump her?"
"Chase, she's dating two other guys besides me. She has no real feelings for me. When I told her we couldn't see each other again she simply said, 'okay,' and that was it."
I sat there still not believing my ears...or my eyes.
"Chase, I know what you're thinking and you're wrong. Gene and I have not slept together. We hadn't even kissed until last night, but we've been working together and the more time we've spent with each other the more we found we have in common. We both want the same things out of life.
"Chase, I still want you and I to be friends, just not with the benefits part."
"Me too, Chase," Gene eagerly added. "I really hope this won't affect our friendship."
I've never been the kind of guy that could sit and calmly contemplate all the nuances of a situation before doing something. I was a reactionary kind of guy and I usually went with what my gut was telling me in the moment. And in that moment all I could see was a friend who I had helped and my girl stabbing me in the back. It was betrayal and it hurt.
"I hope you two will be very happy together," I snidely cursed as I stood. I pulled out a ten and threw it on the table. "I'll pay for my own fucking beers," I said with as much venom as I could. "Don't either of you ever call me your friend again. Don't call me, don't stop by. I never want to see either of you ever again. And, Gene, if you ever try to contact me or approach me, I don't care how tough you think you are, so help me God, I'll knock you into the middle of next week."
"Chase, wait—please..." cried Mel as I walked away.
I heard Tony call my name, asking what was wrong as I left but I didn't answer him. I had to get out of there.
I couldn't believe my eyes were tearing up as I drove home. I'd never cried over a woman before. You big pussy, stop your crying; she's only another cunt, I told myself. When I got home I made a dash for a cold one from the fridge. I hadn't drunk much of the one I left behind.
I couldn't believe how much I was hurting. I took a couple swigs of brew while my mind swirled in an endless pattern of chaos. Should I fight for her, I wondered? Should I drive back and tell her I loved her...did I love her? I knew I loved having sex with her, but was that the same? It must be, why else would I hurt so badly. But if I did, could I really go through with it. Could I give her all the things she wanted? That was the sixty-four dollar question, and to tell you the truth, I couldn't answer it.
Finally, after two more beers and a never-ending sea of unanswerable questions, I drifted off to sleep in my chair. I had work the next day but that Friday, after leaving the office, I did something I hadn't done in years; I threw my tent and trusty fly rod in the trunk of my car and went camping. I guess I'm strange that way. They say misery loves company. You'd think I'd shoot right over to Plato's and drown my sorrows in beer but that wasn't me. When I felt like shit I liked being alone.
I found a quiet little place along the Vermilion River where I set up camp and caught dinner. It was too hot to sleep in the tent so I set up my hammock later that night. There's nothing like nature to bring things into perspective. I laid back, stuck my hands behind my head and gazed up at the night sky. It was filled with twinkling stars. An army of crickets played love songs on their hind legs and the rippling waters of the Vermilion added to the tranquility that only the night can offer.
It was then that I had my answer. Did I love Mel? I had to be honest with myself...no, at least not like she needed to be loved. If I did I wouldn't be where I was. I'd be at her side, fighting with everything I had to keep her. No, she was right. It still felt like a betrayal; maybe because I had brought them together in the first place, I don't know.
There's nothing like losing a girlfriend to make a person do an introspective analysis. Maybe I was mellowing because the thought of actually marrying someone no longer made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Mel was the closest I'd ever come to falling in love. That told me that just maybe there is someone out there; someone who I WILL fight to keep for the rest of my life.
It was almost two months later by the time I walked into Plato's again. I'm not sure why it took so long, I guess I just didn't want to return to the scene of the crime.
Tony looked shocked when I walked in. "Jesus; you are still alive. I'd given up on you," he said, setting down my usual.
"No, I'm still around—just haven't felt very sociable I guess."
"Yeah, I can understand that. I'd be pissed too. If it's any consolation, Mel cried her eyes out after you left that night."
I knew Tony was trying to give me some support but he wasn't helping. "No, it's really not. She was right, Tony. Mel wants the whole domestic thing and she knew I'd never give it to her. We were just so damn good together in the bedroom and that's tough to let go of."
I saw Tony smile. "I knew you'd come around," he said. "She's been in here a couple times since then."
"Yeah? They still together?"
"As far as I know. She asked me if I thought you'd ever forgive her."
"What'd you tell her?"
"That it had to be a shock; that I was sure you felt betrayed—especially by Eugene. But I also told her that in time, after the pain died down, you'd look at it from a rational standpoint; that you'd realize they didn't do it to hurt you.
"Then I told her something she already knew...that you were a stand-up guy and I was confident that you would not only forgive them, but someday they'd be able to call you friend again.
"I must admit, you had me worried though when you stopped coming in. I was beginning to wonder if I'd misjudged you."
"You're a pretty smart fella, Tony. I just needed some time to be alone. I wasn't ready to share my gloom with anybody—not even with you."
"So-if I see Mel again is it okay to tell her you forgive her? I know it would mean a lot to her."
I thought about it for a few seconds before I answered him. For just an instant I toyed with the idea of letting her dangle just a little longer. Then I admonished myself for the thought. "Yeah, go ahead."
He smiled again. "You're a good man, Chase." I guess he felt we'd covered the subject of Mel and Eugen because he leaned both elbows on the bar in front of me and rested his chin in his hands. "Now," he said, "since I haven't seen you in a while, who you banging these days?"
I laughed at his subtleness. "Nobody, Tony, not a soul; I do have to get out there again, though. My self-imposed exile ends tonight," I stated with nod of my head while hitting the bar with my fist for emphasis.
By the end of the following week I had a date with Charlene, a cute little number I met at the grocery store. Unfortunately she wasn't my type. All she wanted to do was talk, even during sex.
After Charlene came Sandy, then Michelle and Eva. Then there was Carol. Carol was insatiable. She'd come over three or four times a week to drain me of every ounce of love juice I had, then leave me for dead...ah, but what a way to go!
It had been seven months from the night of Mel and Eugene's announcement. I was sitting on my usual barstool listening to Tony pontificate about owning his own bar some day when he looked passed me and stopped talking. I looked behind me.
His shoulders no longer drooped. He stood straight and carried himself, not with arrogance, but with confidence. He took a seat next to me. "Beers are on me, Tony."
Mel, I had forgiven, I still wasn't so sure about Eugene. I didn't say a word while I sat there trying to decide what I was going to do.
"I saw your car in the lot as I was driving by," he said.
"Good for you," I replied, staring straight ahead.
"Mel says you've forgiven her. I guess that doesn't apply to me though, does it."
I didn't say anything.
"I love her, Chase; and she loves me."
I still didn't say anything.
"I'm sorry, Chase, I really am. I'm sorry it was Mel. I wish it was anyone but her because I know you cared for her but... would you have married her? Were you prepared to spend the rest of your life with her; to give her children and a home?"
"I guess we'll never know, will we?" I spit out. Yeah, I was being a dick. I didn't care. Oh, there was no doubt I'd wind up wishing them a happy life together someday, but I had to get it out of my system. I heard him sigh.
"When Mel said you were in a forgiving mood I prayed it extended to me, too. You're the only real friend I ever had. We're getting married next May," he said while pulling something from his wallet. "My number's on the card," he said, dropping the business card on the bar. "I know you're going to think I've got brass balls for asking, but I'm hoping you'll be my best man."
That surprised me. I looked into his face and saw tears leaking from his eyes.
"I'm hoping between now and then you'll forgive me, Chase."
With those parting words he headed for the door, wiping his tears as he left.
Tony didn't say anything. He just wandered over, staring at me.
"I suppose you think I should do it?" I asked.
"Hey, it's not my decision," he said.
"You know—I almost wish they had gone behind my back and fucked each other. At least then I'd be in the right to carry a grudge. They didn't though. They did the honorable thing and came to me before doing anything."
"Uh—huh," was Tony's confirming comment.
I picked up the card. "I'll think about it, okay?"
Tony smiled like he knew something I didn't yet.
"I'll tell you one thing, though; I know I've said it a million times but I've never been more sincere than I am right now. Never EVER again will I get mixed up in someone else's business..."
Before I could finish my thought we both heard a woman's voice loudly asking somebody to, "Let go!"
I looked over in the direction of the ruckus and saw a woman struggling to get away from a guy who had his hand tightly clapped around her wrist. She was shaking her arm, trying to break his grip but with no success.
"Hey," I yelled as I launched myself in their direction, "let her go!"
Epilogue:
I was impressed with the pictures. I don't look half bad in a monkey suit. Yeah, you guessed it. I agreed to be Gene's best man. He sure was nervous at the reception when I got up to give my speech, though.
You're probably wondering what happened that night in Plato's. Well, in spite of my sincere proclamation to never get involved again, I couldn't just stand by while some asshole man-handled a woman.
Her name is Rita and it turned out the guy was her abusive, live-in boyfriend. She had, had enough and told him he had to move out. That's when he grabbed her wrist and told her he was taking her home to beat the shit out of her.
He was real brave when it came to beating up women but Tony and I were a different matter. We both marched him out the door. As he reached the safety of his car he turned back and vowed to get even with Rita.
When we got back inside, the poor woman was shaking and crying with fear. Tony got her some water and brought it back to her while I tried to calm her down. She was sure he was headed back to her apartment to destroy everything he could get his hands on. He also had a key and could come and go as he pleased which did nothing to insure her safety.
I called the cops and tried to explain the situation to them, but they started giving me all kinds of flak, asking if his name was on the lease and did he physically harm her, did she have bruises, had she reported any other incidents of abuse? I finally said forget it and made another call.
Gene met us at Rita's door. As soon as we got inside we could hear the jackass in the bedroom. Rita waited in the living room as Gene and I went in to see him shredding her clothes with a knife. As we approached he turned the blade on us but before I could react, Gene did some kind of Steven Seagal imitation, flipping the guy ass over end and almost breaking his wrist as he disarmed him. I remember thinking-I've got to check out those classes he's taking.
Rita grabbed some plastic garbage bags that we stuffed with asshole's clothes as Gene took the apartment key off his ring. We both sent him packing with a warning to never return.
Even though it appeared to be all over, the stress was more than the beautiful redhead could take. She broke down and admitted she still feared him coming back.
She didn't have the money to spend for a motel room, so of course, me being the Good Samaritan that I am; I offered her my spare bedroom until things settled down. That was almost a year ago and she's still there. Maybe I should clarify. By, 'still there,' I don't mean she's still in the guest room. After the first couple of months we decided she should move her clothes into my bedroom. For the first time in my life, no matter what day of the week it was, I fell asleep and awakened the next morning with a woman cuddled in my arms...a woman I cared for...a woman with whom I was falling in love.
Yup, the 'L' word; I almost couldn't believe it myself but there was no doubt that she was the one. In fact, I'm going to be a little late getting home tonight...I had to stop at the Jewelry store and pick up the engagement ring I've had on lay-a-way for the past three months.
I have it all planned out. Saturday night, after dinner at our favorite restaurant, we'll take a walk along the lakefront. As the full moon shines down on us, I'll drop to one knee and ask for her hand. I have no doubt she'll accept. In fact Gene has already agreed to be my best man...oh, and I heard through the grapevine...who just happens to be a former girlfriend, that he's going to give Rita and me five shares in his company as a wedding present. This time I won't turn it down.
The End.
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PROLOGUE:
As I've explained before, several of my stories are based in fact. Some are very close to the truth, some are loosely based on something that happened in my life, and others are pure fiction: however, the following story is completely and totally true—so help me!
***
HONEST-I DIDN'T KNOW!
It had been a little more than three years since being dumped by Tanya, my high school sweetheart. She was the girl I had planned to spend the rest of my life with. We spent the entire summer after graduation, planning our future. Then came fall and she was off to college. She wanted to be a teacher and I had no doubt she would make a great one. We said our tearful goodbyes with each of us looking forward to her return at Christmas vacation.
My interest was in photography. I had worked as the school photographer, shooting pictures for the school newspaper and yearbook. My work was actually noticed by the head photographer of the area's largest newspaper and I had an offer to join their photography staff after graduation. Of course I jumped at it.
For a while I thought I had the world by the tail—then...
She couldn't even tell me herself. She asked her mother to break the news. Tanya, the girl of my dreams, the person for whom my life was created, met someone else and I was history.
Obviously, I took it hard—very hard. For the next three years, although I flirted with a few girls and had an occasional date, I had no interest in another relationship.
One of the girls with whom I flirted was Debbie. She was a waitress at a little restaurant close to my apartment called Dunn's Inn. Debbie was the cutest little blond hair, blue eyed creature you'd ever want to meet, and not even the ill-fitting green uniforms the waitresses wore, could hide her perfect figure.
On top of her physical attributes, Debbie had a great sense of humor and was always upbeat, personable and fun to talk to. Quite often I'd go in for coffee after work and we'd tell each other dirty jokes for a couple hours.
All the photographers at the paper worked a swing shift. We alternated between one day and two night shifts, the latest of which was from three-thirty to eleven-thirty. That was the one I was working one evening when I stopped in to spend a little time with my favorite waitress.
"Hi, doll," I said with a grin as I sat down at the counter.
"Hi, handsome," she replied, laying my coffee down in front of me. "Off work for the night?"
"Oh yeah, unless I get called out on a fire or something; other than that I'm all yours until three-thirty tomorrow afternoon. Why, want to do wild and crazy things to my body?" I asked with a flirtatious grin.
"I've been thinking about it," she answered.
I responded with a chuckle, "Yeah—right."
She ignored my skeptical comment and continued. "I don't get off until two, though. You'll probably be asleep by then."
Now, we had, had similar conversations in the past. Of course, I always knew she was just kidding. For one thing she always had this cute little inflection in her voice when she flirted and then there was always her ever present big smile that brightened the whole room. As I looked up at her, it occurred to me that neither of those two traits were present. For just a split second I wondered if she was serious. Then reality set in.
Nah, I told myself. We've never even had a date; hell, I've never so much as bought her a cup of coffee. Besides, anyone who looked like Debbie could have any guy she wanted. Inwardly I felt foolish for allowing myself to believe her, even for a second.
"Well?"
"Well, what?"
"Will you be asleep by then?" she asked, keeping up the pretense.
I continued to play along. "My dear, I will be waiting with a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a very dirty mind," I joked.
"You live at Kennedy Park apartments, right?"
"Yeah," I answered.
"Here," she said, laying a napkin on the counter along with her pen. "Write down your building and apartment number."
This was starting to sound way too real to be part of our usual sexy banter. I did as she asked and gave her back the napkin.
She smiled and told me it would take her a few minutes to close out after work but she'd be there around twenty after two. I knew darn well she wasn't serious. This had to be some kind of a new game she was playing. I was sure she'd come clean before long, and with a big laugh, ask me if I really thought I was going to get laid. Unfortunately, the place was pretty busy that night so we didn't get much time to talk further. I left after about an hour of sipping coffee and steered the car toward home.
Somehow I made it to my parking lot but I didn't remember the drive. My mind had been totally preoccupied with Debbie's titillating proposal. I sat in my car for a few minutes and rehashed the whole conversation from the moment I sat down.
I know damn well she was playing with me, I told myself. There is no way I'm going to allow myself to believe she was sincere and wait up till three in the morning only to be disappointed when she didn't show. That would be naïve and stupid.
Of course for a twenty-one year old, healthy, hormonal, male there's always that voice that generates from deep inside; the voice of hope. Yeah, but what if... what if she WAS serious. I knew I was being a fool but my heart started to beat with anticipation and my mind envisioned that gorgeous woman standing naked in my living room.
As I went over the conversation one more time in my mind I remembered saying I'd meet her with a bottle of wine. Shit, I cursed to myself, I don't have any wine...nor do I have any condoms.
I looked at my watch—five minutes to one. I still had time. There was a liquor store not far away that stayed open till two. Condoms, however, were a different matter. The nearest all night drugstore was a good twenty minute drive. That's twenty minutes there and twenty minutes back, plus the time it took to get to the liquor store... I also needed time to take a shower and straighten-up the apartment. Damn, I had to get going!
I still had that nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach as I started the car. I just know I'm going to feel really stupid later tonight, I thought as I headed off to get the wine.
By the time I got back to the apartment it was almost two. I stuck the bottle of white wine in the freezer then quickly tossed my clothes on the floor of the closet and high-tailed it into the shower. I normally like a nice long, steamy hot shower but that night I didn't even wait for the water to warm up all the way. I was in and out in five minutes. I vigorously towel dried my hair before combing it into place then ran to my closet to pick out a nice shirt and pair of slacks.
I looked at my watch...two-fifteen.
I sprayed a cloud of my favorite cologne in the air and walked through the mist like I had seen in a movie once. I ran out to the living room and straightened up a few things out there. I took one more quick look around to make sure I hadn't left anything embarrassing laying around.
Another glance at my watch told me it was time...two-twenty. Anticipating her knock at any second I removed the wine from the freezer and took two glasses from the cabinet. I popped the cork and took a small rubber place mat to lie under the bottle so it wouldn't leave rings on my coffee table.
I took a deep breath and let it out with a small sigh as I sat on the couch to wait. I looked again, two-twenty five. I could almost feel my heart beat with every tick of the clock, tick-tock...tick-tock...tick-tock...everything was so quiet.
That's when the little voice in my head, this time the voice of reason, started to snicker at me. What a dope, it chortled. How can you be so stupid? Did you really think someone like Debbie would just come over and fall into your bed? She's probably screwing her rich, good-looking boyfriend right about now and laughing her head off at you... Just then there was a light knock at my door.
My heart now started pounding and my cock twitched at the thought of who must be standing just outside. It was still hard to believe. Can this really be happening? I asked myself as I literally jumped off the couch. All doubt disappeared when I opened the door.
"Am I late?"
There she stood with that radiant smile. Her golden blond hair gently flickered with the evening breeze. The outdoor lights reflected in her eyes like sunlight dancing on the aqua blue waters of the Caribbean. Her normally bad fitting waitress uniform looked much sexier with the top three buttons undone and the smooth white billowing tops of her breasts showed no sign of being encase in a bra.
"That's okay," I said, trying to sound suave and debonair, "I wasn't about to start without you. Come-on in." I stretched out my hand and she took it as she stepped over the threshold. I held on to her as I guided her to the couch. Only after she was seated did we let go of each other.
"I didn't think to ask what kind of wine you liked. I hope this is okay," I said, showing her the bottle of Liebfraumilch . From the way she glanced at it I got the impression the wine wasn't that important. As I poured us each a glass I had a terrible premonition of Debbie jumping up and yelling, "April fools." I stopped to think a second...no, it was June, not April.
Debbie took a quick sip of her wine then set it down on the table. "Come here," she said while slipping her hand around the back of my head. Gently she coaxed our lips together.
Okay, I was finally starting to believe it was actually going to happen. I set my own glass down, then wrapping my arms around that luscious body. I turned her around so her back was supported by the couch and leaned in for another kiss, this one with passion. I felt her tongue probing for mine about the same time I felt her hand come to rest on my extremely hard cock. We continued our mutual tongue tonsillectomy for a couple more seconds before she slid her body down to the floor, and while looking up into my face, started undoing my belt buckle.
All my previous doubts had disappeared and I was now mentally preparing myself for one hell-of-a-night. I laid back and closed my eyes at the sound of my zipper. When I felt her fingertips in my waistband I raised my hips. My cock was so hard it sprang to attention like a diving board as she removed my pants and underwear at the same time, then settled in between my legs. I gasped as I inhaled when I felt her tongue on my balls then glide up my shaft like she was licking a lollipop.
I still had my eyes closed as I felt her succulent lips surround the head and slide down the steel bar that had replaced my penis. I couldn't help but groan in sheer ecstasy.
She must have sensed I was already getting close. Just as I was going to say something she stopped and looked back up at me with a big grin. "Why don't we take this to the bedroom."
I hadn't seen her naked yet and I certainly didn't want to come so soon so I readily agreed. I took her hand and led her to my queen sized bed then stepped around her and finished undoing the buttons on her uniform from behind. I brushed her breasts as I slid the ugly top off of her shoulders; they were soft and smooth but firm. She started to sigh as I pushed her hair up and kissed the back of her neck.
"Oooh," she cooed as I reached around and gently pinched her nipples. I guided her onto the bed and pulled the atrocious green uniform pants from her long, shapely legs. I took my time as I removed her pantyhose and panties and made an erotic event of it.
There she lay, naked as the day she was born. I took a minute to just take in the sight. God, she was beautiful. I had no idea why this was happening but I wanted to know what I did to deserve it so I could do it again and again.
I quickly undid the buttons of my shirt and threw it on the floor. Reverently, I knelt at her feminine alter and tasted her divine nectar. I felt her hands on the top of my head as she squirmed and yelled out with euphoric delights. After only a few minutes she threw her legs over my shoulders and locked her heels together as her body tensed and screams of, "I'm coming," must have alerted the neighbors to my oral talents. Her gorgeous long, shapely limbs violently squeezed my head with every wave of ecstasy that charged through her body. I knew next time I'd have my arms over her legs to prevent getting my head squished to death...if there was a next time.
Slowly, Debbie's deep and ragged breathing settled down. "Damn," she wheezed, "You're not bad."
I smiled but by now my cock was so hard I was in pain. I was so thankful when she crooked her finger at me indicating she wanted me on top of her. I already had a couple condoms out of the package and laying on nightstand. I quickly slipped one on then, like a tiger stalking his prey, rose to my hands and knees and maneuvered my manhood within striking distance.
She had a naughty little grin on her face as she reached down, took a hold of my cock and guided it inside of her.
I swear I heard angels singing as I glided into the gates of heaven. Damn, she felt wonderful.
She was already arching her back and pushing her hips upward to meet my strokes. With both hands she reached up and grabbed the headboard of the bed so hard her knuckles turns white. I could see it in her face; this was a woman who loved sex...craved it...enjoyed it to the fullest. It was so exciting that before I knew it I was past the point of no return. I wanted to slow down and prolong things but there was just no holding back.
Every muscle in my body tightened, my eyes closed involuntarily, and with one last thrust and a grunt, I erupted so hard I prayed I didn't blow the end out of the rubber. With eyes still closed, I was thrilled to feel Debbie coming at the same time. I could feel her thrashing beneath me, heard her screams, and the inner walls of her pussy clamped around my penis, milking it for all it was worth.
By the time I reopened my eyes and looked down, Debbie was staring up at me with a wild look on her face. Her breathing, like mine, still had not completely returned to normal. Unable to talk yet, we both just smiled at each other. I started to roll to the side but she grabbed me around the neck and pulled me down on top of her. She held me so tight I was afraid I was going to crush her.
Finally able to speak, she was my first concern. "Aren't I too heavy?"
With her eyes closed again and a contented smile on her lips, she hushed me. "Shhhh," she said as she slightly shook her head from side to side. It was easy to see, she was enjoying the moment.
I couldn't help but grin. I was twenty-one and in the peak of condition. If she thought that was something, wait till round two, I silently boasted to myself.
Years prior, I had asked my older cousin for some advice about making love for the first time. He said to make it all about her. I always remembered that, and although this was not my first time making love, it was with Debbie. I figured the rule still applied.
She finally relaxed her grip from around my neck. I climbed up on my elbows to take my weight off of her and started planting tender little kisses all over her neck and chin.
"Mmmm," she cooed with her eyes still closed, "that's nice."
I worked my way up and finally brought my lips to hers. Again she placed her hand on the back of my head and held me in place for the duration of the kiss.
"Stay right there," I told her, then slipped off the bed and stole away to the bathroom. I took a clean washcloth and ran it under hot water until it was nice and warm then returned to clean her up. I sat sideways on the edge of the bed and slowly, sensually, and lovingly stroked the lips of her pussy with the warm, damp cloth.
"Oh God...Jesus," she cried, taking a deep breath. "Damn..."
My young heart swelled with pride. This beautiful creature was lying across my bed gasping with euphoric pleasures...and I was the source of those pleasures.
When I was done I tossed the washcloth on the floor and leaned over to tantalize her nipple with my tongue. As I continued to tease the one orally, I reached over and rolled the other between my fingers. They were as hard as marbles and from the increasing volume of her passionate screams, I guessed very sensitive.
With a light, tender touch I let my lips start to wander southward. I heard soft murmurs of, "Oh God," as I continued to kiss the silky smooth skin of this voluptuous woman. By the time I reached that sweet, young pussy I was almost hard again. I stuck my tongue as deeply inside her as I could and licked upward to her clit.
Debbie screamed something completely unintelligible as I closed my lips around the little bud and encircled it with my tongue. I felt her grab a fist full of my hair as I sucked the little button into my mouth and continued to twirl it around and around.
"Ooooh GOD!" she screamed again. "Oh Brent, fuck me. Just stick it in."
Who was I to argue? I had been rock hard for several minutes already so I maneuvered between her legs and slowly guided it in.
"Yes, oh God, yes," she screamed almost immediately signaling another climax for the blond goddess.
I slowed down until she started getting control of her breathing again then slammed my cock in to the hilt.
"Oh, oh, oh, oh Brent, oh God," she continued with rapid-fire cries of carnal thrills.
Not only was she stone-cold gorgeous, but she was by far the most responsive woman I'd ever had in my limited experience. I had no idea what it was but I was sure I'd already broken my record for the number of orgasms I'd given a woman.
For the next twenty or so minutes, I altered my pace and the length of strokes, causing her to come again and again. Finally I could feel myself getting close. I tried to slow down again so I could keep going but Debbie would have none of that. She had her arms around my neck and was rapidly thrusting her pelvic bone against mine. She squeezed my neck and pulled me down tightly against her body as we both exploded in mind numbing, cosmic rapture. I could feel both our hearts pounding together and thought I might die right there, but if I did it would be with a big smile on my face.
It took several minutes for us to regain control of our breathing.
"Oh...oh God," she puffed, "I...I don't think I can take anymore tonight."
Tonight? I wondered if that meant there would be other nights? It sure sounded like it. "Are you sure? I think I have a little left," I bragged. Remember I was young and worked out at the gym whenever I could.
I saw her hesitate like she was thinking it over for a second. "No, no save it up for tomorrow night," she said.
Damn, I thought, she's planning another night already. This is going to be fun!
She was still breathing a little heavy. "Are you still on nights tomorrow?"
"Yeah, for the rest of the week; I go on days next Monday," I replied.
"Okay, good." Just then she noticed it was getting light in the room. "Oh my gosh, what time is it?"
I looked over at my clock on the night stand. "Almost five-thirty," I told her.
"Damn," I have to get home," she said, jumping out of bed.
I really hated seeing her cover that body with that ugly green uniform again. I got up and threw on a robe while she got dressed then walked her to the door.
"Coming in after work tonight?" she asked.
"Absolutely."
She smiled, gave me a peck on the lips and told me she'd see me then. I watched as she got in her car and waved as she drove away. Damn, what a night, I told myself. I'd better get some sleep. I set the alarm for noon but I was so wired all I did was dozed on and off. I finally got up and got ready for work. I was dying to tell a couple of the other photographers about my night of total rapture but Dunn's was a popular place. Several of the guys stopped in for lunch or dinner while they were working. I didn't want to embarrass Debbie so I kept things to myself.



That night I was welcomed with a big grin as I sat down in Deb's section.
"Hi handsome," she greeted with a cup of coffee.
"Hi gorgeous," I said, returning the greeting with an even bigger smile than hers.
That night our usual naughty banter took on a more personal tone.
"So how's Brent junior tonight?" she asked while refilling my cup. "You think he'll be ready for a repeat performance in another couple of hours?"
"Umm, let's just say that it would be embarrassing for me to stand up right now," I responded.
"Oh, sounds good to me," she said, turning and wiggling her pretty little butt.
Sure enough, that night was a repeat of the night before. I wasn't around much during the weekend and didn't see her. The following week I was on days. She was still on the night shift so I stopped in for coffee about nine Monday evening. She told me she had Wednesday off. I wanted to do something nice and I asked her out for dinner. After all, she had given me two of the most exciting nights of my life, and except for leaving her a two dollar tip for a fifty-cent cup of coffee, I hadn't spent a dime on her so far.
I was all set to make reservations at some swanky place but she said she'd rather we just had a pizza delivered; so, she came over about seven, we had some pizza, a little wine, and a lot of sex.
The following week I was on the earlier night shift. I didn't have to be into work until two-thirty in the afternoon which allowed for another three nights of heavenly bliss.
This went on for a couple of months. Then one night Debbie added a new wrinkle to our playtime. As usual I answered her dainty, little knock a little after two. I got a peck on the lips as she walked in. I noticed something in her hand but couldn't tell what it was. I also notice she seemed a little nervous.
"Whatcha got," I asked as she took a seat on the couch.
"I...ah, you got anything to drink?"
I had learned to always keep some white wine handy. "Yeah, of course," I said, heading to the kitchen. I poured a little for both of us and handed her a glass as I sat down next to her. It was the first I got a good look at what she had. It was four long, silk women's scarfs.
"Okay, I give," I said with a grin, "what do we do with the scarfs?"
She took a sip of wine before answering. "You're going think I'm some kind of pervert," she said in almost a self-loathing voice.
I could see she was really having a hard time with something so I tried to lighten the atmosphere a little. I chuckled. "Honey, I already know you're a pervert. It's one of the things I like best about you."
She looked at me and couldn't help but smile.
"Come on, what're the scarfs for?"
"I...I want you to tie me up before we have sex—tie me to the bed—you know."
Actually I didn't know. Oh I knew about bondage but I'd never even come close to actually doing anything and there was no internet in those days, nowhere to click for information. I wasn't put off by the thought of it, I was just a little scared of looking foolish.
Okay, I thought, how hard can it be? She has four scarfs; obviously one for each hand and foot. I grabbed all four silky restraints with one hand and Debbie with the other. "Okay," I said as I led her into the bedroom, "this way to the dungeon, my dear."
Debbie was undressed in record time and excited as hell as we centered her in the bed. She flung her legs and arms out in spread-eagle fashion and waited for me to tie each one to a bed post.
I had to admit, when I saw that incredible body helplessly tied up and completely vulnerable, I almost came in my pants. Seeing her like that also reminded me of an article I read in Playboy. I had to think of what I had in the house that would work.
I pulled a pillow case from the drawer, held on to two corners and twirled it around to make it long and thin.
"What are you going to do with that," queried my lovely captive as I approached.
Without saying a word, I knelt down on the bed, lifted her head and tied it around her eyes. I felt her breathing deepening as she realized she would experience touch but not sight. She wouldn't know what I was going to do until I did it.
I ever so gently nibbled on her earlobe. With my mouth no more than an inch from her ear, "Now you're all mine," I told her in a breathy whisper.
"Oh God," she cried out in anticipation.
I could actually smell her womanly scent and knew she was already dripping wet. I played and teased her body unmercifully. Had she not been tied down I think she would have twisted herself into knots.
Her first orgasm hit with a roar almost immediately after I stroked her clit. She was breathing so heavy afterward, I slowed down to give her a break. After a short reprieve she started to moan as I licked the inside of her thighs. From there I worked my way up to that pretty little pussy.
Oh...Oh God, Oh shit, Oh I'm going...I'm...going to...cummmmmm she wailed. Her entire body tensed. Involuntarily her head strained upward as she went into amatory spasms, writhing and fighting her bonds.
Never had I seen anyone come so hard. I needed to be inside of her. I scooted up and hovered above her, braced on my hands. My rock hard cock found its way home like a heat-seeking missile.
"Yes, yes, yes! Oh God, fuck me Brent, fuck me hard. Oh God..." she screamed with no regard for neighbors beyond the thin walls.
Thoughts of going slow and making it last were non-existent. I felt powerful with an almost animalistic need as I pounded her pussy, decreeing this woman as my own with every hammering stroke. Within minutes I felt myself pass the threshold. I pounded fasted, harder, and she took it all with uninhibited passion.
We came together in an earth-shattering climax. I couldn't help myself as I collapsed on top of her. For a minute or so the only sound in the room was our heavy and ragged breathing. As I rolled off of my exhausted prisoner she started to laugh.
"Wow," she chuckled, still trying to regain some respiratory rhythm.
"Yeah, wow is right," I huffed as I removed her blindfold.
"Untie me, please. I have to pee."
I had some trouble getting the knots undone. With all the pulling and twisting she did, they were a lot tighter than I had originally tied them. As soon as I got the last one untied Debbie made a B-line for the bathroom.
When she came back we both sat on the edge of the bed. Debbie leaned in, daintily took my chin in her hand and kissed me. "So, what did you think?" she asked with a small grin.
I didn't know if I should be honest or not. Now that it was over and I had a few minutes to think about what we had just done. I wasn't all that keen on it, but I sure didn't want to lose Debbie and I didn't know how much into it she was. I decided honesty was the best policy.
"It was different, that's for sure. It's kind of strange. Knowing someone trusts you enough to let them restrain you like that and make yourself totally helpless is exhilarating. The last thing I wanted to do was damage that trust in any way; yet, at the same time there's an almost inhumane predatory compulsion that says you are prey and I've got you right where I want you."
"Oh God, that sounds so exciting."
"It is, but..."
"But?"
"...but at the same time I miss the interaction. I miss your touch. I miss your fingers digging into my back when you come. I miss your kisses."
I couldn't read the look she was giving me. It didn't look like disappointment. I looked more like wonderment. She kissed me again.
"You're a really nice guy, you know that?"
I just smiled.
"Okay, how's this. We keep the bondage for a once in a while kind of thing."
"You got it," I confirmed with a smile.
"Now, my turn, lay down."
I looked at her. "What, you want to tie me down? I don't..."
"No, I didn't think you'd like that. No, just lay down. I'm going to give you a blowjob to end all blowjobs."
And she did.
Over the next couple of months, I tied her up only one more time. It was just as intense as the first time—for both of us. On three occasions during that time I offered to take her out again. She turned me down flat each time but never let me down in bed. Until...
Outside the temperatures were cooling off. Leaves were turning colors. It didn't take a genius to know winter was on the way. I hated winter. As a press photographer most of my job was driving from one assignment to another. A lot of time it was hard enough to keep up with the schedule without having to worry about slick and snowy roads.
I was back on the late night shift so it was a little after twelve-thirty when I made my usual pre-sex stop for coffee.
"Hi handsome."
"Hi gorgeous. When you going to let me take you out on the town?"
I detected a small sigh as she poured my coffee. "Why do you want to go out all the time? Wouldn't you rather just use our time like we have been?" She looked around to make sure no one was in earshot. "Most men would die for what you've got—no strings attached sex."
"I know, believe me, I'm not complaining. I...I don't know. It just seems like I should be treating you to a nice dinner in a fancy restaurant or something."
She was still standing in front of me holding the pot of coffee. She gave that smile that I'd learned to love. "All you have to do is keep up your end of the bargain if you know what I mean. That's all I'm looking for."
"Okay," I replied. "I won't ask anymore but you ever want to go out and have a good time you just me know, okay?"
"Okay, I promise."
"Are you coming over tonight?"
"Of course," she responded with a naughty little grin.
After that, we talked and flirted like usual, then I told her I'd see her soon before getting up to pay my bill. I took off for home and went through my usual routine of showering and getting ready for another wonderful night. Two-thirty came and went. Then it was three and still no Debbie. I started to wonder if I had pissed her off but she didn't act like it at the restaurant. Then I started to worry...maybe she'd gotten in an accident? At four o'clock I finally went to bed.
The next day I couldn't get Debbie off my mind. She had never stood me up before which led me to think more about the possibility of her have a wreck or possibly car trouble. I was hoping I'd get a break during the night to quickly stop in and see if she was alright but no such luck. I wasn't able to make it before my usual time.
When I walked in Debbie was wiping down the counter. She looked up at me, and except for looking a little sheepish, she appeared to be fine. I walked over and sat down in front of her. "Hi gorgeous."
"Hi handsome," she responded, but with a little less enthusiasm than normal.
"What happened to you last night? Are you okay?"
"Yeah, I'm sorry. Something came up at the last minute. I was going to try and call you but I didn't get a chance. Are you mad at me?"
I was more relieved that she was okay than mad. "No, I'm not mad."
"Good, are we on for tonight then?"
"Of course." Again it was a busy night so we didn't get a chance to talk much. Around one o'clock I left her tip and caught her eye as I left. I nodded and gave her a wink. She smiled and winked back as I walked out.
I was feeling good when I got home. I was disappointed the night before but looking forward to the night that lay ahead...except, it didn't. It turned out to be a repeat of the previous night. Okay, NOW I was mad.
The following night I walked into Dunn's at my usual time. Debbie could barely look me in the eye as I sat down. Silently she poured my coffee.
"Alright, Deb, what's going on? In all these months, never did you stand me up and now all of a sudden you don't show up two nights in a row."
She looked sad and kind of scared. She took a deep breath. "I...I guess I have to tell you. You're not going to like it," she said.
"Like what—what's going on?"
"I...I'm engaged."
All day I had been trying to think of reasons why she would stand me up twice in a row but that threw me for a loop.
"Engaged?" I looked down at her finger. "You're not wearing a ring."
"I know, I take it off for work. I don't want to take a chance on chipping it or losing it."
I was completely taken by surprise. I didn't even know she was seeing anyone but me. I didn't know what to say. Should I congratulate her? After all, we never said anything about being exclusive. Just for conversation sake, I asked a question.
"When did this happen?" The answer threw me for another loop.
"A...a while ago; I've been engaged the whole time."
Now I was angry. "The...you mean the whole time we were together you were engaged to somebody else?"
She nodded. She also recognized the tone in my voice. "Don't get mad. After-all, you were getting the better end of the deal."
"Don't get mad? Why? Why would you do something like that?"
"I wasn't going to give it up to him. Women don't sleep with the men they're going to marry. We have to play hard to get."
"You're kidding! You don't want him to think you're easy so you have sex with someone else? How could you do that to someone you love? Does he know?"
She lowered her head and nodded. "Yeah, he's pretty hurt. That's why we have to stop. I promised him we would."
"Jesus, Debbie, I...I just don't believe this. You...what about me, my feelings?"
"That's why I wouldn't go out with you. I wanted you to know it was strictly sex, no strings, no entanglements."
"No entanglements? Do you really think I didn't develop feeling for you?"
"You weren't supposed to. I told you-that's why I wouldn't go out with you. I like you, like you a lot, but it was just sex, Brent. I thought you understood that."
"Actually, Debbie, I don't understand any of this. I don't understand how someone who I thought was so sweet can play with people's feelings like this."
I could see her starting to tear up. Then I thought of something else. "Do I know him?"
"Not exactly, you've seen him around. I know you've talked with him a couple times over coffee." She must have read the growing anger in my face. "That...that was before though, before we started...you know..." She wiped away the tear that was forming in her eye then shocked me again with her next statement. "That's him sitting in the corner booth."
The corner booth was behind me, no more than ten feet away. I couldn't help myself. I looked over my left shoulder to see who I was sure, hated my guts.
Now I had guessed that Debbie was two or three years older than me. I knew she wasn't more than twenty-four or five but her fiancé was in his mid-forties. I did recognize him and from the few conversations we'd had, I knew he was a farmer. He was a little pudgy around the middle and had thinning black hair; certainly not the kind of guy I envisioned as Debbie's husband.
I just shook my head in disbelief. I stood up, threw a couple bucks on the counter and started for the register. "Honest, I didn't know," I mumbled as I passed him. I paid my bill and turned toward Debbie for one last look before leaving. She had tears running down those beautiful cheeks, a fact that I know wasn't missed by her betrothed.
No strings or not, you can't share the kind of passion that Debbie and I did for months on end without developing feelings for that person. I held my tears until I got home then let them fall. I just couldn't understand how anyone so beautiful could have so little regard for others, or how she could treat her fiancé with such total disrespect.
I stayed away from Dunn's for a while after that, but Debbie was still on my mind a lot. I'm not sure, maybe I had even fallen in love with her. I sure missed her.
After a couple of months my anger went down and my curiosity went up. I wondered if the farmer was still going to marry her after that. Snow was on the ground and the temperature was in the mid-thirties by the time I walked in for coffee again. I took a seat at the counter and looked around but didn't see her. A heavy set, middle aged woman with greying hair approached me with a menu.
"Just coffee," I said. A moment later she set the cup down in front of me. "Where's Debbie tonight?"
"Debbie? Oh, I think she's the girl I replaced. She quit a couple of months ago."
I guessed she quit that night; whether it was because she didn't want to see me again or her husband to be made her do it—who knows.
I never saw or heard from Debbie again. I have no idea if she ever married or what happened to her. For the longest time I stopped in restaurants all over the area, hoping I'd run into her, but no such luck.
I often think of her, even today. Over the months that we were together I'd gotten to know her as a kind, generous person who wouldn't hurt a fly. Her betrayal was so out of character it made me wonder what kind of upbringing she had. What were her parents like? What kind of morals did they impress upon her as a little girl? Those are all questions I'll never know.
The End.
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PLEASE DO NOT ACCUSE ME OF PLAGIARIZING THIS STORY. It is one I wrote several years ago and have posted on another site under a different pen name, but I assure you, the author is non-other than myself.
Written for James, my brave friend who has spent his entire life in a wheelchair. It is to him I dedicate this story of love and courage.
I hope you enjoy the read, and as you know, I always like hearing your comments.
*****
As it says in the good book, there is a time for all seasons, on earth as in heaven. It was now time for winter to evolve from what had been a wonderful, Midwest fall. Not more than two weeks past, the dark brown, dead leaves that were now strewn about the frosty ground had been a rainbow of colors against a clear blue sky.
Now dark gray clouds hung over the chilly air and a cold wind blew from the north like an omen of the approaching hour. Jim Baker was born with Spinal Bifida, a crippling disease that had robbed him of ever knowing what it was like to take a simple step. All Jim had known his entire life were challenges, some big, some small, but none as difficult to face as the one that lie in front of him.
He had to stay strong-strong for her. She had enough on her mind. He couldn't allow her see into his soul like she was so capable of doing. He couldn't let her see into his heart as it crumbled from the pain.
His beloved Cathleen sat next to him holding his hand with tears running down her lovely cheeks. It was getting late and the cab that would separate them for the first time in eight years would soon be arriving.
Cathleen was an Army nurse, and up till now, had always been able to stay in the states with her loving husband. That all changed when she received orders to go overseas on a special humanitarian assignment. At first she begged her C.O. to have the orders rescinded but was told her services were very badly needed. Morally, as difficult as it was, she felt it her duty, her obligation; after all this was why she became a nurse in the first place, to help those who needed it most and she knew Jim would feel the same way.
The deployment would be for only nine months, a short time for some, a life-time for others. As they both stared down the lonely country road a bright yellow car appeared in the distance heading their way. Cathleen's breasts started to heave and her tears flowed freely. She squeezed his hand harder, as if she would never let go.
"This is so hard," she wept, "I don't want to leave you. My heart already aches at just the thought of not having you by my side. Oh God, why do I have to go?"
Jim held on to her hand. He wanted to simply burst out crying along with her. He wanted to grab her, hold on and never let her go. He wanted to tell the Army they had no right to drag his cherished from him, no right at all. But of course he couldn't do any of those things. Instead he had to put on a brave face and told Cathleen she must go where she is needed.
The gaudy colored vehicle pulled into their drive and headed for the house. Cathleen jumped from her chair and threw her arms around him. She showered him with kisses knowing they would have to last him.
The taxi driver walked up to the porch. "May I help you with your bag, Ma'am?" he asked.
Cathleen was busy hugging her precious husband and was too lost in her thoughts of abandoning him to even acknowledge the driver's presence.
Sadly, Jim nodded to the young man. "Please," was all he could get out.
The driver picked it up and laid it in the trunk of the car, then returned to the driver's seat to wait. He could see the trouble they were having saying good-bye.
It was one of the toughest things either of them had been through since first meeting in a hospital nearly ten years ago.
One terrible side effect from his disease is the susceptibility to urinary tract infections. These infections had landed Jim in the hospital more than once, but that time, ten years ago, it was much more serious. The infection had spread to his testicles forcing their removal by the impending operation.
Cathleen, his assigned nurse, watched as he struggled with the mental and emotional aspects of such an operation. She immediately recognized the incredible courage with which he faced the situation.
Here was a man who was born faced with a life-time of struggles, disappointments, hardships, and pain, yet he refused to let anything stop him. Where others would have quit, he just worked harder. To Jim Baker, where there was a will, there was a way, and damn, he sure had the will.
Being confined to a wheel chair and in constant pain from birth never stopped Jim. He worked through the pain and became self-sufficient. He dressed and bathed himself, cooked for himself, and lived an independent life. Jim even found ways to support himself financially and asked to be removed from government assistance at the age of twenty.
Yes, Cathleen did not see him as someone to be pitied but admired and respected...as much as any man she had ever known.
"You're going to be fine," said Cathleen with a smile, bending over Jim as they wheeled him into the recovery room.
Jim was still dazed from the effects of the anesthetic. He looked into the bright eyes of the familiar face and nodded his head.
"I know," he said with a small grin.
Having a violent reaction to morphine made Jim's recovery especially painful. At times, even for Jim, the pain was excruciating and he would yell out in agony. Only one thing seemed to help, the gentle touch of his nurse as she held his hand. All his life Jim saw only pity in the eyes of others, but for the first time, he found someone different, this woman, this nurse, this angel of mercy. When she looked at him there was no pity. There was respect.
For Cathleen it was more, much more. She had watched him suffer the mental anguish of losing, what most men would consider to be their manhood, but not Jim. He knew being a man entailed much more than a pair of testicles.
She watched as he forced himself to deal with an incredible amount of pain and still push forward, working harder, doing more and more for himself each and every day.
Cathleen looked into his eyes and saw a gentle strength, a passion for life, no matter how difficult, and in spite of the hand he was dealt, she saw no bitterness, no hate, only kindness and compassion.
There was no doubt, Cathleen was falling in love.
Jim and Cathleen continued seeing each other after his release and the deep admiration and respect they felt for one another grew into love, a profound, intense love shared by each.
Eight years ago they married. Two years ago Cathleen's military reserve status was upgraded to active which, up till now, only meant a little longer drive to work at the Army hospital for her regular shift. This would be the first time since they were married that they would not spend the night together.
The cab driver watched with a note of sadness as he saw the couple say their last good-byes. He opened the back door for the lady as she climbed in and looked out the back window to the brave man she held in her heart. Nothing he had ever faced could equal the pain he now felt watching that cruel instrument of departure disappear over the horizon and taking with it, his Cathleen.
No longer needing to be strong, Jim buried his face in his hands and sobbed like never before in his entire life.
The wind blew harder and the temperature was dropping. The dead leaves blew with a rustling noise across the empty wooden porch. It only served to remind him that she was not sitting next to him like she normally would be. The porch was as empty and bare as his life would be for the next nine months.
Physically, Cathleen would not be there, but he would keep her in his heart every minute of every day. Jim felt the need...no, the compulsion to write his lovely Cathleen a letter; Just something simple to reassure her of his love. He knew that sounded silly. She knew how much he loved her, but this was more for him than her.
He wheeled himself into his home office, took a tablet of lined paper from the drawer of his desk, and took pen in hand.
My dearest Love,
It has been but a few grains of sand in an hour glass since I watched as you disappeared behind the setting sun. Already the house echoes with silence and the emptiness of every room stands as a reminder of how much I miss you my love.
I close my eyes and see your smiling face. I open my heart and feel the warmth of your love. I reach out and feel your golden hair. I breathe in the aroma of your essence.
You are with me my darling. You are with me in my mind, my soul, my being. I will carry you with me in my every endeavor, my every action, and my every thought.
My dearest, you must do the same. As you departed you carried the love I so willingly sent with you. You must keep it with you always. Its heat will shield you from the cold. Its presence will give you solace from the lonely nights. Its boldness will give you courage in time of need, and its depth will guide you back to me soon.
My love, in spite of the difficulties and challenges we have faced together, the love we feel for each other has never even been tested. We are as one in our thoughts, our desires, our disappointments, and our triumphs.
Neither distance, nor borders, nor time, nor space will ever change that.
I have calculated there are two hundred and seventy three days between now and the day when I will hold you in my arms again. You may use that same number to calculate the sum of letters you will receive while we are apart. As you read each one, may it remind you it brings us one day closer to being together again.
However, until that glorious day when I can once again hold you in my arms, know that time will not be measured by the hours in a day, but by the beats of my lonely heart.
One down, just two hundred and seventy two more to go.
With all my heart and eternal love,
Your Jim.
Time has a way of passing, as it did for Jim and Cathleen. Each and every day they each wrote the other a letter, never missing a single day. Two hundred and seventy three days, one by one, became one hundred days, then sixty, then thirty.
The August heat and humidity was heavy like a wet blanket. For the first time since she left, Jim sat on the wooden porch, the site of their last kiss. In his hand was an unopened envelope, number two hundred and seventy three.
His lonely heart started to pump as if it had been jolted by lightning as the bright yellow car appeared from the roads vanishing point. It shimmered from the rising heat of the road. As the vehicle closed the gap between his love and himself his palms started to sweat. For the first time in his life, he cursed the disease that would not allow him to leap up and rush to her.
His darling Cathleen couldn't wait, jumping out as the cab came to a rolling stop. She ran to him with arms waving, her voice screaming with excitement. She knelt down as they wrapped their arms around each other, wildly tasting each other's tears with every kiss.
Nine months ago neither Jim nor Cathleen would have suspected their time apart would actually enrich their lives and bring them closer, but it did-through the power of words. Each and every day, they told each other things they never felt it necessary to say in person, the things that went unsaid before.
Now, together again and forever, their bond was stronger, their love even deeper. Jim handed Cathleen number two hundred and seventy three. She tore open the envelope and opened the letter. It read;
My Dearest Love,
Welcome Home!
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Those of you who know my writing know things are not always as they seem in my stories. As you start this story some of you will be tempted to stop reading, comment "cuck" and give it one star, believing that LTW has gone over to the dark side. I would ask that you please indulge me and continue to the end before commenting or scoring. Thank you.
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Connie couldn't believe she was really sitting there. This was actually going to happen. "Are you nervous?"
"A little, but more excited than nervous, I think. How about you?"
"Yeah, a little of both I guess."
Connie and Larry sat side by side in the back booth of the small diner. Connie anxiously played with her napkin while they waited.
Larry had just taken a sip of his coffee and glanced at his watch. "He's late, maybe he won't show up."
"He'll show up. We talked several times in that chat room I told you about. He seemed to know exactly what he was talking about, said all the right things. He got real interested when I sent him my picture. He doesn't seem like the kind of guy who would pass up free pussy."
"I hope you're right."
"I know I'm right. Here he comes now."
Larry quickly looked over by the door and saw a tall, rather rough looking man headed in their direction. "Are you sure that's him?"
"Yeah, we swapped pictures, remember? That's him," she confirmed with a smile.
As the newcomer reached their booth he confidently slid in opposite the eager couple. "I'm Adam," he announced.
"Hi, Adam. I'm Connie, this is my husband, Larry."
Adam took Connie's hand and kissed the back. "You're even prettier in person. I'm going to enjoy this."
He looked over at Larry. "What about you, cucky? I'll bet your little pecker is already hard just thinking about a real man satisfying your wife, isn't it."
Larry was a little taken aback at the man's assertive temperament. He stumbled with his answer. "Ah, we...well...yeah, I...I guess so."
"You guess so? You're sure this is something you want to do? I don't want to have to put up with a jealous husband after it's all over."
"No, I'm sure; we...we talked it over. We're both sure we want to do this," Larry replied.
"Okay. Your wife says you want to be dominated, is that right?"
Actually they hadn't discussed that. Evidently she just assumed that's what he'd like. He had to think a second. "Ah, yeah...at least to a point; I...I don't want to be hit or beaten or anything like that..."
"No, of course not; I don't do that kind of shit. But any man who can't satisfy his wife deserves no respect from me and I WILL verbally abuse you?" he stated.
"Yeah—yeah, that'd be fine."
Suddenly the waitress appeared. "Can I get you get you something?"
"Coffee for her and me, nothing more for him, he's leaving," Adam announced before anyone else could say a word. He addressed them directly as soon as she left. "Okay, cucky, the motel's right across the street. Go over and get a room. We'll wait here until we see you come out of the office."
Larry looked at Connie as if asking for her approval. "Go ahead, Larry."
As he slid out of the booth Adam took his place. "Oh, cuck."
Larry winced at the moniker as the man spoke out loud. He turned around.
"Don't forget to pay the bill on the way out...and leave the waitress a nice tip," he sneered.
Larry did as he was told then headed across the street to get the room. He wondered if the girl in the office knew why he was checking in. Was it written all over his face? This was something he'd wanted to do for years but never had the guts to bring it up with his wife. He thought she'd divorce him for sure if she knew he craved to be cuckolded. He couldn't believe it when Connie said she'd like him to watch while she had sex with another man.
***
"You said this was your first time?"
Connie caught her breath as the dominant man slid his hand up the inside of her thigh. "Yes, ah, we're...we're both a little nervous."
"Everybody's nervous at first. Don't worry, I'll take it easy on your hubby. I can see he's scared. Most of the time I have the husband guide my cock into their wife's pussy for me but I don't think he's ready for that yet."
"Have..." she was getting more nervous as they spoke. Words were getting stuck in her throat. "Have you been doing this a...a long time?"
"Couple of years," he replied as his fingers touched the silk of her panties. He leaned in close, "Next time you wear no panties; understand?"
With a slight tremble, she took a ragged breath at the feel of his fingers. "Uh huh," she answered.
"Good, I like access to my bitches. No bra either. Now, like I was saying, I've been doing this a couple of years now. It's a real kick to do some guy's wife right in front of him. I always wonder what he must be thinking while his old lady is thrashing around on the bed, screaming from her second or third orgasm."
Connie was already squirming from the touch of his exploring fingers. She could feel the rush, the pure thrill of it all. Just as she thought she would embarrass herself right there in the restaurant-he stopped and pulled his hand away.
"There he is," he said. "He's got the room. Come on," he demanded as he grabbed her by the hand and stood up. They both got a knowing smile from the waitress as they passed by the register.
Adam possessively held her by the arm as they crossed the busy street to where Larry waited with key-card in hand. Once inside the room Adam never relinquished his control. "Cuck-boy, take off your clothes—NOW."
Larry immediately disrobed and stood naked waiting for his next order...his cock at full mast. Adam snickered as he walked around and inspected him. "No wonder your wife was looking for a man," he snarled in Larry's ear. "Sit down over there," he demanded, nodding to a corner chair.
As Larry meekly complied, Adam turned to his newest conquest. Connie felt herself tremble with excitement at the mere thought of being this man's fuck toy. Submissively she stood while Adam undressed her.
"Sit down," he said, guiding the naked, married woman to the edge of the bed. He took a broad stance directly in front of her but glanced over to Larry who was now sitting naked in the corner. "Hey, cuck-boy, you don't touch yourself until I say it's okay—got it."
Larry timidly nodded with a mumbled, "Yes sir."
Adam had to laugh to himself. He never did understand the whole cuckold fetish thing but what the hell, as long as he was the one getting all the pussy, who was he to judge. He looked back down at his prey. "Well, do I have to tell you every little thing to do?"
Connie undid his belt then looked into his eyes and smiled as she slowly lowered his zipper. God, she felt so naughty, so wicked. His cock was about the same size as her husband's but that didn't diminish the eroticism of the moment one little bit. She pulled his pants and shorts to his knees and took the already hard cock into her mouth.
She heard him take a deep breath and felt his hand on the back of her head. In all the years she'd been married her husband had never held her in place like that. She felt vulnerable, so defenseless to resist his power.
Soon his fingers entangled themselves in her golden locks and she felt him tightening his fist. He was controlling her movements, forcing her head back and forth more rapidly. She could feel his whole body starting to tense. Suddenly he pulled her against his groin. He eyes widened and she struggled to breath. The hair on his balls tickled her chin as he pumped rope after rope of thick cum down her throat.
Slowly she felt him release his grip and the stiffness that had fill her mouth was relaxing and starting to shrink. He took in a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. "Good girl," he praised.
Connie sat and watched as her paramour removed his shirt, exposing his muscular chest and arms. In a moment he stood like a naked Adonis in front of her. "Get it hard again," he demanded.
These scenes were as hot for Adam as they were for the couples he serviced. It took no time for him grow hard inside the warm, moist confines of his bitch's mouth. They both moved to the center of the queen size bed where he took her in arms. Connie closed her eyes and just reveled in his embrace.
"Okay, cuck-boy, you can start playing with yourself now but you don't come without permission, you hear me?" he told his cuckold.
Larry couldn't wait to start pulling his meat. The scene in front of him was so lewd, so dirty, and so exciting...he'd have agreed to anything just to be able to touch himself. "Yes Sir," he said with more enthusiasm this time.
Adam pinched and sucked on Connie's hard, protruding nipples. He moved up to her neck and nuzzled behind her ear. "Who do you belong to? Who owns this sweet little cunt," he salaciously whispered.
"Oh God, you do. I'm yours," she surrendered in a breathy voice. "Take me, Adam, please take me."
He reached down and felt the dampness of her bald pussy. "If you want my cock you have to ask for it," he whispered.
"Oh yes," she gushed, "yes, I want it...please."
Larry sat watching as Connie writhed under Adam's strong body. His eyes focused on the man's hard cock as he stroked in and out of her wanton love canal. He couldn't believe how hard he was. His skin was stretched so tight it hurt. He could feel the urge building. "Sir, sir, may I come, please."
"No, you don't come until I come," he warned.
Adam's words cut him like a knife. He didn't dare touch himself now or he'd burst. How long, he wondered, how long would he have to wait? This was torture; sadistic, malicious, wonderful torture.
"Oh, oh God," cried Connie. Adam was driving into her with long, powerful strokes. Never had she been taken so forcefully. Every nerve in her body was on fire with lust as she climaxed with a blood curdling scream. Her nails dug into his skin, her toes curled upward, and her head was thrown back in a fit of euphoria.
Connie's world was rocked four more times before Adam was ready. "Okay, cuck-boy, you can cum now," he said as he plowed into Connie's pussy with one last mighty stroke. She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him down to her chest as he emptied his balls.
Connie's heart was still pounding as they all stepped out from the room together. Everyone was all smiles.
"You want to do this again?" asked a triumphant Adam, obviously pleased with himself.
"Oh yeah," Connie replied while looking at Larry. "What about you?"
Larry had enjoyed it immensely. "Yeah, absolutely."
Connie stretched to give Adam a passionate kiss. He took her in his arms while they played tongue tag. As they broke the kiss, Adam glanced over Connie's shoulder at a man coming toward them. "Jesus, this guy looks pissed at somebody."
Connie turned to see who he was talking about. "OH MY GOD...BOB! HOW...WHAT...NOOOOOO."
Adam, suddenly sensing something was dreadfully wrong, asked, "Who's Bob?"
By that time the irate man had reached the unholy three. "I'm her husband, asshole," he angrily spat.
"Husband? Hey wait," Adam pleaded, putting his hands up in surrender and stepping back from the infuriated man. "She...she said he was her husband...that he like to watch. I don't want any trouble. This was all supposed to be consensual."
Bob looked over at Larry who was cowering in retreat. He looked back to his now crying wife. "All the way over here I kept telling myself she was wrong, it couldn't be—not my wife, somebody else's maybe but not mine." He was so pissed he really wanted to hit somebody or something, but that would only get him in trouble; and for what... "I'm going back to work. I will see you when I get home." With that he turned and left the three hedonists.
All the way home, Connie kept asking herself how, how did he find out? How did he know? She was so careful. How was she ever going to smooth this over? Her husband was certainly no Larry.
By the time she reached home the psychological terror that she was putting herself through had drained every ounce of energy from her body. She barely had enough to get into the shower but she knew that was a must. She had to wash away any scent of Adam. The anticipation and worry that pervaded the next hour and a half was sheer torment. She tried to keep herself busy by cooking dinner but her heart dropped when she heard the front door.
The anger she saw earlier in his face was still there.
"So, was it fun? What was the biggest thrill, getting spit-roasted...DP'd, what?"
"I...I'm so sorry. I don't know how you found out. I was so careful. I didn't want to hurt you. I didn't have sex with both of them—only the one..."
He cut her right off. "Bullshit. Why lie, I caught you red handed. Why the hell would you go into a motel room with two guys and only have sex with one? That doesn't make sense."
"Honest, Bob. I...I just wanted to see what it would be like to have sex with another man. It was just curiosity. I only wanted to try it once but I was scared; all alone with a stranger in a motel room somewhere—what if he was some kind of maniac, a sadist, or some guy who like to beat up women?"
"So you found some asshole that would just there to protect you while you cheated on your marriage?"
"Well, not exactly. Larry's one of the salesmen where I work. He was supposed to be at a big sales meeting one day but he got tied up with a client and couldn't make it. They needed his numbers for the month so they sent me into his office to find them. He had a tablet in his drawer. I thought he might have had the numbers on it so I turned it on. As soon as I did this cuckold website popped up. There were some chat rooms on there too. It looked like he was really into it. That gave me an idea.
"A couple days later I asked him to lunch and told him what I found. He was of course extremely embarrassed but got a little more comfortable when I showed an interest. I asked if he and his wife really did that. He said no. His wife would never go for it. It was just a fantasy that he had to keep to himself. That was exactly what I wanted to hear.
"I asked if he wanted to make it a reality. It was perfect. He could get his jollies off and I had someone in the room for protection."
"You're telling me he stood there beating his meat the whole time and just watched you getting fucked? What kind of fucking degenerates do you work with?"
"It's pretty common, Bob. You'd be surprised how many guys are into watching their wives like that."
Bob was shaking his head at her cleverness. "Had it made, didn't you. Well I don't care if it was one man, two men, or thirty-two men. It makes no fucking difference."
"I...I know," she sobbed. "How did you find out? I was so careful. I worked so hard to make sure you would never know."
"Carol Hindsley," he said. "She was sitting in the restaurant and saw you walk in with a man. She was going to say hi but when the two of you sat together on the same side of the booth she changed her mind. She was over by the tables. She said you didn't even see her. Anyway, she saw the other guy come in a few minutes later. She said it looked like you guys were playing musical chairs. She watched one guy go over to the motel then saw you and the other one go over a couple minutes later and watched as the three of you went into a room together.
"That's when she called me but I was in a meeting and had my phone turned off. After the meeting, when I turned it back on there was a text message from her telling me to call her back right away. The text was almost two hours old so I called her right back. She told me what she saw and gave me the address of the motel and the room number."
Connie couldn't believe it. She thought she had all the bases covered. She never guessed she'd be seen by someone all the way over on the other side of town.
"What's this Larry guy's last name," he demanded.
"Why, what are you going to do? It wasn't his fault, Bob. It was my idea."
"He went along with it didn't he. He knew you were married. He sat there watching you guys the whole damn time, knowing you were cheating on your husband and cheating on his own wife in the process. I think his wife should know what kind of pervert she's married to. Hell," he said with a forced chuckle, "the only innocent one in this whole thing is the guy who actually fucked you."
"Bob, I'm so sorry. It'll never happen again, I promise."
"You don't have to promise. I can guarantee it'll never happen again. The first thing I did when I got back to the office was call a divorce attorney. I have an appointment with him tomorrow at three. I just came home to pack some clothes. For the time being I'm going to bunk in with my brother. They said I can sleep on their fold out couch until I can find an apartment."
"No, no please, Bob...please, don't do this. I know I screwed up—big time, but don't leave me. I'll do anything you say...anything. We can work this out, I know we can."
He wasn't listening. It was a done deal. He headed upstairs and packed. She was still crying and begging him not to leave as he walked out the door.
The following day Bob sat in his office doing more thinking than working. His heart would be breaking if he wasn't still so damn mad. He visualized what must have gone on in the motel room from his wife's account. Larry was a real sore spot. He wanted revenge on that prick.
I wonder... the company his wife worked for had a website. He wondered if they had pictures of their employees. He tapped out the company name and voila, Larry Steinhope. He checked the white pages and sure-enough, there he was—the only Lawrence Steinhope in the region. It showed his wife's name as June.
Bob tried the number but after a few rings the answering machine kicked on. It sounded like a land line rather than a cell. He tried again just after five but got the same results. Later that night, after dinner, he tried again. This time a man answered. Of course it had to be Larry. He wasn't about to put his wife on the phone for Bob.
"Hello."
"Hello, sir. This is Woman's Day magazine calling. Is this the Steinhope residence?"
"Yeah, look we don't want any magazines," he said as he was about to hang up.
"No, sir, I'm not selling magazines. A Ms. June Steinhope filled out contest sheet for a two-week vacation at beautiful Loral Bay Resort. Well, sir, it gives me great pleasure to inform you that she won. I do need to talk to her and verify a couple things. Is the lady of the house in?"
"Yeah, yeah, wait just a second, I'll get her," he excitedly replied.
A moment later a bewildered female voice was on the line. "Hello? What's this about a contest?"
"Mrs. Steinhope, my name is Bob Carson, my wife works with your husband. Yesterday I caught them both coming out of a motel room together. There was another man involved as well. I'll let your husband tell you what he was doing in there." With that he hung up. It was up to her to pry the truth out or him.
The following day Bob's secretary told him his wife was calling. He picked up out of habit, not thinking until it was too late. "Yes, Connie, what is it?"
"Bob, why? I told you it wasn't Larry's fault."
"And I told you, he was an accomplice. As far as I'm concerned he's as guilty as you are. What happened, did she kick him out?"
"Yes. He's devastated. I don't know what you told his wife but he wound up confessing and told her what we did. He told her how he wanted to be cuckolded. He said she went ballistic and tossed him out of the house."
"Well I have no sympathy for him, Connie. I saw the lawyer yesterday. He said since we don't have any kids and you're working, he doubted I'll have to pay you anything. We'll split everything fifty-fifty and go our separate ways."
Connie's tears were streaming down her cheeks and falling on a sales report that was on her desk. This wasn't supposed to happen. She had been happy with Bob and now realized what she gave up just to satisfy her curiosity. She enjoyed the sex with Adam but it sure wasn't worth her marriage. "Bob—Bob, please, give me another chance. I swear I'll never do anything like that ever again. Please, Bob."



"I'm sorry, Connie. I could never be sure of that and the suspicion and uncertainty would drive me mad. I've got to go, Connie—bye."
For the first time since getting Carol Hindsley's text message, Bob's grief overpowered his anger. He swung his chair around toward his office window. He loved the view of the city but as he looked out at the tall buildings on the horizon they became blurry and seemed to melt with his falling tears.
"Damn you, Connie," he muttered to himself. He loved her with all his heart, but he knew in his own mind that without trust his marriage going forward would be doomed anyway; better to get it over with and let each party move on.
The divorce was amicable but not with out regret as Connie and Bob went on with their lives.
The end.
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"Ahhh, son-of-a-b..." Tom cursed out loud from frustration. Between three days of solid rain and the melting snow, half the streets in Chicago were closed because of flooding. It was like driving through a watery maze just to find his way onto the expressway only to discover his exit was now closed as well. He had no choice but to keep going and hope the next one was passable.
Inwardly he told himself to relax. Hell, it wasn't as if he had someone at home waiting for him. So it took him an extra half hour to get home—big deal. It wasn't like his wife had dinner waiting or his daughter was waiting for help with her homework. That life ended almost a year ago for him. Still, he was relieved with the absence of a 'Road Closed' sign as he came up on the next exit.
He was still choreographing his car through the suburban streets when he heard his phone ringing from his pocket. "Sorry, you're going to have to wait until I can find my way home through his mess," he said. "Damn, I've got to stop talking to myself," he continued. "People are going to think I'm going bonkers."
Finally, he thought, as he pulled into the parking lot of his apartment complex. It had taken him an hour and twenty minutes to make a thirty-five minute drive. He pulled the collar of his coat over his head as he made a mad dash between rain drops, splashing his way to the front door.
He took off his coat and hung it up. He was tired and exasperated, but most of all depressed. He just wasn't himself these days. Since his divorce things seemed to be drifting slowing down hill. Even his photography business wasn't living up to its potential...not to mention his daughter was getting more and more moody on her bi-weekly visits...almost like she didn't want to be with him anymore. She had a new daddy now and evidently the bastard was winning her over. Out of all the things that had happened over the past year, that was by far the hardest to deal with.
Tom was in the middle of eating dinner when he remembered his phone ringing earlier. He pulled it from his pocket and checked the display. It was Angela, his ex. He wasn't about to eat cold fish so he put off calling her back until he was done.
He rinsed his plate, stuck it in the dishwasher, and poured himself a cup of coffee before getting comfortable in his recliner. He really didn't feel like talking to his ex but she only called on issues concerning their daughter so he knew he had to do it.
She sounded friendly enough when she answered. "Hi Tom, thanks for calling back."
"Yeah, no problem. What's the matter?"
He heard a small sigh into the phone. He guessed, from the flat tone of his voice, she knew he wasn't interested in small talk and he sure as hell didn't want to talk about the weather.
"I was wondering if Lana has said anything to you about something troubling her."
"To me? No. She hardly speaks to me at all these days. Whatever you're filling her head with seems to be working, congratulations."
"Tom, what are you talking about? Filling her head with what?"
"How should I know with what?"
"Tom, okay we've had our differences but you can't believe I'd try to poison our daughter against you."
"Oh come on, Angie, you've got a new husband, she's got a new daddy, I'm just the inconvenient ex-husband; get her to reject me and you can all live as one big happy family with me out of the way."
"Tom, Dayton is not my husband, at least not yet. And you're the only daddy Lana has."
"He's living in the same house, isn't he...sharing your bed?"
In the two or three second delay from the other end of the phone he could almost hear her blood-pressure going up. "Fuck you!" she yelled before the line went dead.
Tom took a sip of coffee and stretched back. About the only fun in life he had anymore was making his ex-wife mad. Did he really think she was trying to poison his little girl against him...maybe. He wasn't sure what she'd do these days. He sure didn't expect her to move someone into the house so soon after he moved out. Nobody falls in love that quickly—unless they had been seeing each other before he even filed for divorce. That would sure explain the lack of sex, her short temper and her always picking fights with him when they were still married. He had absolutely no proof that she was cheating on him, with this guy or anyone else, but it sure seemed logical and it galled him something terrible.
His mind was churning. I suppose I'll never know the truth, he thought. Oh well, what difference does it make now. She and shithead will soon be happily married and she's moving on with her life...which is what I need to do!
Tom closed his eyes and went over the events of the last year in his mind. In the beginning he felt liberated when they split up; no more constant fighting. Of course it would be hard on Lana but he was confident they'd both work hard to make sure she knew they both still loved her very much.
At first he wasn't too crazy about the divorce settlement, but after he thought about it, he knew it was for the best. She got the bulk of the savings and the house in trade for giving up any claim on the business. What the hell, that way Lana would still be able to go to the same school, have the same friends, and live in the same house she'd lived in all her life. Child support was reasonable...
Things actually didn't seem to be that bad until she moved her boyfriend in. It was hard enough to think of the guy sleeping with his wife in his bed, but becoming a father figure to HIS daughter...that was the kicker that started it all. That's when he started to feel that his whole life was nothing but a waste. That's when he started feeling depressed all the time.
What's happened to me? He asked his inner-self. I used to be a confident, take charge kind of guy. I've got to stop laying around feeling sorry for myself. I've got to prove to Lana that I'm still her dad and always will be.
He thought more of the short conversation he'd just had with Angela. It starts this weekend, he promised himself. If something is bothering Lana it's my job as her dad to find out what it is.
He had tried a few times over the past several months to raise himself out of his funk but it didn't last. He'd sink right back down every time he wondered what was going on in his former house...with his former family. Okay...maybe his marriage was dead but by God he was still a dad and he made a vow then and there that he was going to start acting like it. Time for mourning was over.
Now...if he could only get the bloody rain to stop!
That Saturday morning he pulled into his former driveway right on time. At least it had finally stopped raining. Lana looked unenthused as she exited the house and started for the car.
He rolled the driver's window down. "Honey, would you ask your mother to come outside for a minute, please. I want to talk to her."
She turned around, opened the front door wide enough to stick her head inside and yelled. "Mom, dad wants to talk to you." With no more fan-fair, Lana walked around the front of the car to the passenger's side and slipped in.
"How you doing, pumpkin?" Tom asked with a kiss on her cheek.
A flat, "Okay," was her only response.
They sat and waited in silence for another minute or so until he saw Angela step outside wearing a coat. He got out of the car and approached her on the porch. "Listen, I wanted to say I'm sorry for the other night. You caught me in a bad mood."
She acknowledged his apology with nothing more than a slight nod of her head. She was letting him know she was still pissed.
"So, it sounds like she's acting the same way here as she's been acting with me. Over the last few weekends she's hardly said twenty words to me."
"She seems really depressed lately," said Angela, breaking her short-term silent treatment. "She won't talk, she hardly eats anything. I know she's losing weight, I can see it. I've tried just talking to her about school, friends, just stuff in general, but she refuses to carry on any kind of conversation. After dinner she goes up to her room and stays there. I'm really getting worried, Tom. I haven't seen her smile in weeks."
"She's probably still pissed at us for breaking up. That has to be traumatic for her."
"I don't know. Yeah, she was upset with both of us after you left but she seemed to be dealing with it. All this other stuff started a few months ago."
"Do you think she's getting bullied or something at school?"
"I don't know, Tom, but it's not getting any better. If anything she's getting worse."
"Okay, I thought she was just acting that way around me. Let me see if I can find out anything over the weekend. Maybe she'll talk to me."
"I'd appreciate it, thank you. If it continues, I...I don't know; maybe we should take her to counseling or a psychiatrist or something."
"Well, let me see what I can find out first," he said.
She agreed and Tom went back to the car wondering about his little girl. She was only fifteen and she had gone through a lot; first her folks get divorced, then her mom moves her boyfriend in and all of a sudden she has a new dad...yeah, that's a lot for a fifteen year old to handle.
"Okay, pumpkin," he said as he climbed into the driver's seat, "where do you want to go for breakfast?"
All weekend long Tom pumped his daughter, trying to find out what was bothering her, but it was no use. He asked her about school, her girlfriends, a possible boyfriend, her new dad, her mom...she just kept saying everything was alright.
Tom dropped her off at the house on Sunday night then called Angela later to inform her of his lack of progress. The concern in her voice was palpable.
"What do you think? Should we look into counseling for her? I talked to Dayton but..."
"You talked to Dayton about our daughter before talking to me?"
Her fiancé was a real sore spot with her ex, she knew it and didn't mean to let her comment slip. "No, I didn't talk to him before you but he lives here now, Tom. You've got to accept that. He's obviously going to have some influence over what goes on in the house."
There was a pause before Tom spoke again. "Let me think about the counseling. I'll let you know. And just so you understand--Lana's welfare is our responsibility, yours and mine, not Dayton's." With that he severed the call.
Her fiancé was sitting in the living room. "What's his problem now?"
"Nothing. I asked him to see if he could talk to Lana this weekend; see if he could find out what's been bothering her, but..."
"I told you, she's going through a phase, that's all. Leave the kid alone. She'll snap out of it when she's ready."
"Dayton, she's my daughter. I can't help but worry about her. This is more than some phase."
"Hey, I love her like a daughter too, you know. You don't think I want what's best for her? She's a teenager. They're always going from one crisis to another. Have you forgotten what it was like being that age? I'm telling you, she doesn't need some shrink screwing with her head. She's a good kid. Give her some space. She'll work it out for herself."
Maybe he was right, she thought. Angela recalled some of her own rebellious antics at that age. Still...she knew Dayton loved Lana but he wasn't her real dad. It wasn't like he was in the delivery room holding her hand during labor like Tom was. It wasn't his eyes that showed an overwhelming pride when he held his little girl in his arms for the first time. She certainly didn't want to belittle Dayton's love for Lana in anyway, but Tom was right about them being responsible for her well-being. It didn't matter that Dayton was now first in her own life; Tom would always be first when it came to their daughter.
When Tom and Angela were married Tom had everyone's health care covered under his photography studio's insurance. When they divorced, Angela had to get her own insurance through her employer but Tom kept Lana on his. On Monday morning Tom checked to see if she'd be covered for psychiatric counseling. The co-pay was $50 a visit but the balance was covered. That was good news. It had been a long, hard winter. Between several jobs being either cancelled or postponed because of weather, the enormous heating bill for the studio, and his child support payments, Tom wasn't exactly living high on the hog. Later that night he called Angela again.
She and Dayton were in the living room watching TV. Lana was in her room doing homework when the phone rang. She had to get up from the couch and walked over to where the phone was charging on the table.
"Hi Tom," she answered.
"Hi, Angie. I've been giving some thought to counseling for Lana and I think it's probably a good idea. Did you have anyone in mind?"
"Ah, no, not really," she said, glancing in Dayton's direction. "Do...ah...do you think she could just be going through a stage?"
"Angie, I have no idea. You're with her a lot more than I am but there's no doubt something is wrong. When I tried talking to her last weekend she wouldn't even look me in the eye. You know yourself, that's not like her.
"Just a few days ago you were all gun-ho for getting her into counseling. Are you changing your mind?"
"No, it's just—well Dayton is pretty sure she's just going through a stage and..."
"Screw what Dayton thinks. Is he there? Let me talk to him."
"He is but I don't think that'd be a good idea. No, no I think we should make her see someone."
Dayton decided to join in the conversation. "What if she doesn't want to see a shrink? Then what'll you do? You can't force her to go."
"What'd he say?" Tom asked. He heard Dayton say something but couldn't hear clear enough to tell what it was.
"He asked what if she won't go," replied Angela. "He has a point, Tom; what if she refuses to go, then what?"
"I guess we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Don't say anything to her yet. Let me do some research, first. I don't want to just pick somebody out of the yellow pages. This is our baby we're talking about. I want to find someone I have confidence in."
"Okay, but don't take too long, will you. I really think the sooner we can get her to see somebody the better it'll be."
"Yeah, okay. Give me two or three days. I'll give you a call back Wednesday night if not sooner, okay?"
"Okay. Thanks, Tom."
Dayton just gave a little sigh and put his arm around her as she reclaimed her seat next to him. He finally spoke when a commercial interrupted the show they were watching. "I'm telling you, you're making too big a deal over this stuff with Lana. You keep pushing her and it's only going to make things worse. She's a teenager, she's rebelling; the more you push the more she's going to rebel."
"Maybe you're right, Dayton, I don't know. All I know is she's my daughter and I'm going to try and help her as much as I can."
"Okay," he cautioned, "don't say I didn't warn you."
No more was said and Angela left it that way.
Tom was doing some research into child psychologists in the Chicago land area. There were quite a few resources on line with helpful information. He narrowed it down to four then called them to ask several question regarding insurance and possible time schedules.
By the time he called Angela back on Wednesday evening he had two potentials. The next order of business was how to approach their daughter. They decided she would bring Lana over to his condo Saturday morning where they could talk in private.
Angela didn't bother to inform Dayton of their plans. He usually slept in until nine-thirty or ten on Saturdays so she was hoping she and Lana could slip out of the house before he even got up.
That Friday afternoon their plans became irrelevant. Tom was setting up to photograph a shoe display for one of his clients when his phone rang. He was surprised to see it was Angela calling. She never called him from work. Before he even had a chance to say hello he heard her crying.
"Angela, what's the matter?"
She sniffled a couple times and had to catch her breath. "Tom, the...the school just called. Th...they found marijuana in Lana's locker."
Tom felt like someone had hit him with a sledgehammer. From what he'd heard and read about teenagers and drugs, it all made sense now. His wife's voice broke through the fog in his brain.
"I've got to go over there and pick her up. They want to see both of us on Monday." Her voice was breaking from stress as she talked. "Would...would you be able to make it?"
"Of course; just let me know what time to meet you."
"O...okay, thanks. I'll find out when I pick her up. They said she'd be in the principal's office. They're suspending her for three days but they said if they catch her again they'll automatically expel her. Oh God, Tom, I'm so scared," she wept.
He was scared, too...and feeling guilty. Was all this because of the divorce? Maybe if he hadn't filed none of this would be happening. He was also feeling sorry for his ex for the first time in years. The heart-wrenching anguish in her voice was stirring up feelings he though were long gone. He had always been the strong one. He knew her. Emotionally she was a wreck and he found himself wanting to hold her and assure her things would work out.
"Tom, what is it? Are you okay?" Cayla, his assistant, saw the concern in his face as he disconnected.
"That was Angela. They found marijuana in Lana's locker at school. They're suspending her. Angela has to go down to the school and pick her up."
It was easy to see how badly the news of his daughter had shaken him. Cayla offered to do the shoot but if he didn't continue working he'd go insane.
He and Angela talked a couple times over the weekend. He asked her if Dayton was getting on Lana's case because of the drugs but she said no. In fact, he's pretty much sluffed it off just saying kids will be kids.
They decided to forget about talking with her on Saturday until after meeting with the school principle. The appointment was arranged for three o'clock Monday afternoon. They both arrived on time and were shown into an office by one of the secretaries who shut the door behind her. A nice looking man, probably in his early fifties, stood up to greet them. A younger, heavy set woman sitting beside him stood as well.
"Mr. Hayden, Ms. Hayden, thank you for coming," he said as he shook both their hands. "I'm Peter Colfax, the principle here. This is Terry Donahue, the school's social worker. Please, have a seat."
As everyone took their places Mr. Colfax looked at Angela. "I'm sorry, I know you're divorced. Is it still proper to call you Ms. Hayden?"
"Yes, that's fine," she replied.
"Okay," he said with a smile.
Tom could see the man really didn't like this part of his job.
"As you know, Lana was found with marijuana in her locker. One of the teachers just happened to be walking by when she was getting her books. These days we're all trained to spot that kind of thing at a glance."
"Did you call the cops?" Tom asked.
"No, we didn't. There wasn't enough. In Illinois, it's not a criminal offense unless you're caught with more than ten grams. The little bit that Lana had fell short of that so we didn't have to call in the authorities; however, an automatic suspension of three days is school policy no matter how little the amount."
Both Tom and Angela nodded, showing they understood.
"Schools don't like to pry into anyone's home life but you have to understand, the welfare of our students is our top priority. Your divorce was hard on Lana as Miss Donahue can attest. Lana spent many hours with her during that time."



"She did?" questioned a surprised Angela. "I didn't know that. She never said anything to me."
"Nor to me," Tom interjected.
"It's true," said the young social worker. "Lana blames herself for your divorce. She said when you guys fought it was always about her."
"That's not true," Tom said. "Toward the end there we fought all the time about everything, but I don't remember ever fighting about Lana..."
"I do," said Angela, cutting him off, "several times. Remember when I took her shopping and you had a fit over the length of the skirts I bought her?"
He was remembering; she could see it in his face. "There was another time when she wanted to go to some party I didn't want her to go to. I thought you'd back me up but you said she could go."
"Yeah, I remember," he shamefully admitted, "but like I said, we were constantly fighting."
Miss Donahue interrupted their conversation. "Maybe so, but Lana only remembers the fights about her."
Both parents looked uncomfortable. "There seems to be more though. When your divorce became final we were making headway, but just as she seemed to be accepting the situation she stopped coming to see me. Now the marijuana is a whole new wrinkle."
"There's something else, too," said the principle, re-joining the conversation.
Miss Donahue looked at him and Tom got the feeling she knew what he was going to say before he said it.
Principle Colfax cleared his throat. "Lana is exhibiting classic signs of sexual abuse."
That caught them both by surprise. Angela gasped with shock.
Colfax continued. "Unfortunately, we're pretty familiar with this kind of behavior. It happens more than any of us would like to think. We usually find that the abuser is someone who is well-known to the victim, usually someone of authority; a close friend, family member, or even a member of the immediate family," he said, glancing in Tom's direction.
Tom caught the look and immediately took offense. "Are you accusing me? You're accusing me of sexually abusing my little girl?" he yelled.
"No, no; please, Mr. Hayden, no one is accusing you of anything. I didn't mean to infer anything of the kind. From the way Lana talks about you we've already ruled you out."
"Well who then?" Tom asked, his voice filled with anger.
"We don't know," said Miss Donahue. "Over the last couple of months Lana's become unresponsive. She won't talk to me or anyone else. Even her friends are starting to desert her because she just won't talk."
Tom could think about only one person. "Dayton," he said turning in Angela's direction.
"Tom, stop it. I know you hate him but Dayton loves Lana. He'd never do anything to hurt her," she responded.
"Who's Dayton?" queried the principle.
"He's my fiancé."
"I see. Has Lana mentioned him?" he asked Miss Donahue.
"No, this is the first I've heard of him," she answered.
"He's living there with them," Tom volunteered. "So help me, if he's touched my daughter I'll..."
"Please, Mr. Hayden. At this point we have no idea who it is. We're not even one-hundred percent sure it's happening. I said she's displaying the signs but he have no real proof. This Dayton guy could be completely innocent. If she is being molested, heaven forbid, it could even be one of our teachers or someone from the school, we just don't know."
Angela tried desperately to hold back unspent tears. "So what do we do?" she asked while taking a tissue from her purse.
"Ms. Hayden, I'm trained in child development but I'm not a psychologist. Lana needs more professional help than I can give her."
"Actually, Angela and I have been talking about sending her to a child psychologist. I did some research and had settled on a Dr. Marietta something..."
"Zarkowski?"
"Yeah, that's it. Is she good?"
"Very," Miss Donahue confirmed.
That made both Angela and Tom happy to hear. What she said next didn't.
"Mr. and Ms. Hayden, I'm afraid you're looking at some very rough times coming up. There is a fine line between disciplining a child and persecuting them. I know how high your anger and frustration level is about now, but try to not let it determine how you deal with Lana. Try to stay calm and in control of the situation.
"And one more thing—keep an eye on her. Since she'll be home for the next three school days, is there anyone who can stay with her? Someone you trust. If she is being sexually abused this is a perfect storm for Lana. These are all the factors that can drive a young girl to run away, or...or even worse."
Angela and Tom turned to face one another. Angie wiped more tears from her eyes. "Oh, Tom, what are we going to do? I'm so scared."
"Yeah," acknowledged Tom, "me too. Is anyone with her now?"
"Yes, I dropped her off with my folks on the way here."
Tom took a breath of relief and looked back to Miss Donahue. "I'll make an appointment with that psychologist as soon as possible. In the meantime, other than keeping an eye on her, any advice, anything we can say or do to let her know we're both there for her?"
"Don't tell her, show her. I don't know how amicable your divorce was or how well you two get along but don't let any animosity between you spill over on her."
Both divorced parties agreed they wouldn't allow that to happen and said they would show Lana all the love they possibly could. Angela had a couple of questions on the way out to their cars.
"Has she ever said anything to you about thinking the divorce being her fault?"
"Never," he answered.
"You don't really think I would talk you down to her do you? I would never do that, Tom. After seventeen years as husband and wife I would hope you'd know me better than that."
He gave a little sigh. "I don't know, Angela. Let's just forget it for now and concentrate on Lana. If you can't stay home with her I'll move some things around in the schedule."
"No," she said, shaking her head, "no, I'll take time off and stay with her. You're so angry over the thought of someone molesting her I'm afraid she'll feel that anger and think it's against her."
"You're not angry?"
"Yes, of course I am, but I can control it better than you can."
Tom thought about it. "You're probably right. Okay, but if you need me for anything, call me. Don't leave her alone, Angie...and since we don't know for sure, please don't leave her alone with Dayton. In fact, don't say anything to him. Just in case—we wouldn't want to tip him off."
She sighed at the thought of Tom still suspecting Dayton but relinquished, "Okay, I promise, but you're wrong about him, Tom."
On the way home, Tom thought about the meeting and what was said. Yeah, it was only marijuana, but as a parent it was still very troubling. He'd heard horror stories about out of control and troubled teens. Lana was always such a good child, he never thought she would be one of them. She'd always been like her mother. The woman he married, not the woman he divorced.
He thought back to those young, carefree days of dating Angela. His heart started to pump harder as he remembered how much he loved her back then. From the moment he saw her...no, actually it was from the moment he heard her, it was her laugh that caught his attention. She laughed so easily. There was nothing phony or pretentious or forced about it. It was genuine and came from her soul.
At the time he was working as an assistant for Raphael, a very successful commercial photographer. Tom was learning more in a week with Raphael than he did in a semester at college. The only problem was Raphael was a jackass! Personally, he didn't like the man at all, so two or three times a week he'd stop by Plato's after work to let out his frustrations over a beer.
Tom smiled as he thought about the forces of fate. Angela was working for a firm in the area and it just so happened, she and some of her co-workers stopped in one night for an impromptu party. Tom hadn't paid much attention to the rowdy crowd until he heard that laugh.
Just think, he contemplated, if I hadn't stopped in that night I probably would never have met her. That was almost eighteen years in the past and yet it was as fresh in his mind as if it had been yesterday.
Why do people have to change? He wondered. I did everything I could to make her happy but it never seemed to be enough. As the years wore on, Angela's metamorphosis took her from the happy, loving wife he married to the discontented shrew he divorced. What did I do wrong? He questioned.
Angela pulled into her parent's drive more worried now than when she left just a couple of hours before. She took a tissue from her purse and wiped the tears from her eyes before going in.
Her dad was sitting in his recliner watching TV. She looked around and didn't see or hear Lana anywhere. Panic started to set in.
"Dad, where's Lana?" she anxiously asked.
Her dad recognized the concern in her voice and looked up to see the same concern in her face. "She's helping your mother with dinner," he replied. "What's going on?" Not knowing the entire situation, he was confused with his daughter's fear.
Angela looked in through the kitchen doorway just in time to see her daughter cross by on the way to the refrigerator and gave a sigh of relief.
"Angela, what's the matter?" queried her dad as he turned the volume down on the boob-tube.
She sat down on a chair beside him and checked to make sure they wouldn't be overheard. "Dad, Lana's been seeing a social worker at the school. Evidently the divorce has been bothering her a lot more than she's been letting on. I know you guys are wondering why she's not in school today. She was suspended for three days for having marijuana in her locker..."
"Marijuana..."
"Shhhhh, dad, don't say anything. I think she's embarrassed enough as it is. It was a very small amount. The school's not even calling the cops, thank God; but she can't go back to school until Thursday."
"Oh honey," he said, putting his arm around her, "you must be sick with worry. Is there anything me or your mother can do?"
Angela wiped another tear from her eye. "Just show her all the love you can when she's here, I guess. For now that seems to be all that any of us can do. At the school they told us to keep an eye on her so she doesn't run away or hurt herself. That's why I got scared when I didn't see her right away. She doesn't know it yet but Tom found a child psychologist for her."
"Yeah," he said, nodding his head. "That's probably a good idea."
"There's...there's something else, too, Dad. Don't tell mom, and whatever you do, don't say anything to Lana but the social worker thinks she's being sexually abused."
This time his voice was full of anger. "What? By who?"
"We don't know. They're not even one hundred percent sure but they said she's showing all the classic signs."
"Does Tom know this?"
"Yeah, he was at the school with me, just now. Of course the first person he suspects is Dayton but he'd never touch Lana, not that way."
"Are you sure, Angela? Look, your mother and I are in your corner, you know that. You're our daughter and we will always support you, but I have to tell you, honey, I never cared for him."
"Dad, he was there when I needed him. When Tom filed for divorce it almost killed me. I know we had our problems and were fighting a lot but I didn't realize Tom was ready to just call it quits. Dayton saw how much I was hurting and gave me a shoulder to cry on. He took me out places and got my mind off the divorce for a while. He was sweet and kind and made me laugh. He understood what I was going through. All of a sudden I was a single mom. I was terrified but it seemed like every time I'd hit rock bottom he was there to pick me up again."
Her dad took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Well, you know him a lot better than I do, honey, and I trust your judgement."
"Thanks, Dad," she said.
After the conversation with her dad, Angela wandered into the kitchen to see if she could help with anything. It was understood she and Lana would stay for dinner so she started setting the dining room table. As she was getting the silverware she overheard a humorous exchange between her mother and Lana. She looked over and saw a broad grin stretching across her daughter's pretty face. It was the first time she'd seen her smile in ages.
Later that night, on the way home, Angela had hoped her daughter's good mood would continue. Maybe she could get a conversation going with her, but it wasn't to be. As soon as they got in the car Lana clammed up again.
For about the millionth time in the last year, Angela wished Tom was there. Over the years she had learned to depend on him; to lean on his wisdom and character. As many times as she looked back at everything that had happened in their marriage, she still couldn't believe it was over.
Even in the wake of all the fighting, I still loved him, she silently admitted to herself. Why, why couldn't he still love me? For the fourth time since that afternoon, Angela wiped tears from her eyes.
Lana didn't stick around and took off upstairs to her room as soon as they walked in the house.
Dayton was on the couch watching TV when they walked in. "How'd it go?"
Angela remembered her promise to Tom. She reminded herself not to say anything about her possibly being molested. She wanted to make sure Lana couldn't hear her so she waited while hanging her coat up in the closet before walking into the living room to answer. "They're concerned. A social worker was there. Lana's been talking to her about the divorce."
"A social worker...what did she tell her?"
"Lana blames herself for the divorce."
"From what I've heard that's normal. Kids always blame themselves when their parents get divorced. Was Tom there?"
"Yes, of course. He's her father. The school requested he be there as well."
"What did he say?"
"He sat there and listened, the same as me. You seem to be the only one who's not concerned, Dayton."
"Honey, it's not that I'm not concerned, I just think you're all blowing this out of proportion. Lana's a smart kid. She's got a head on her shoulders. She's manipulating you. She maybe blaming herself but she's doing this to punish you and Tom and you guys are playing right into her hands."
"I thought you said it was a phase."
"It is a phase, a self-induced phase. She's pissed, Honey, and the more you guys pressure her, the more pissed she's going to get," he told her.
"I don't believe that, Dayton, but if it's true then fine. Sooner or later, just like you say, she'll get tired of the game and go back to normal, but in the meantime we're going to err of the side caution. We're taking her to therapy."
He was alone in his quest to save Lana from a shrink. It was a losing battle and he knew it. He decided to yield. He gave her the smile that she always found so irresistible. "Come on over here," he said, patting his hand on the couch next to him.
Angela sat down and snuggled up as he put his arm around her. "I'm sorry, honey," she told him. "I'm just worried about her."
"I know you are," he said, supportively.
"Did you have anything to eat? Lana and I eat at my mother's but I'll fix you something if you're hungry."
"Nah, I'm fine," he replied. "I figured you wouldn't be home right away so I stopped at that little bar around the corner and had some hot wings with a beer." Dayton reached over and lightly pulled her chin around to face him. The worry behind her blue, watery eyes was intense. "Hey, everything is going to be alright," he told her.
Angela smiled. He was always so comforting. What would she do without him, she wondered as she laid her head on his shoulder?
***
Try as he did, Tom didn't get a wink of sleep that night. First thing the following morning he would call the psychologist's office and book the earliest appointment possible, but this was his daughter, his little girl; it was his job to protect her and he wasn't about to stand around while some pedophile molested her.
If he could only get her to talk. Why...why wouldn't she talk to him? Why would she keep this kind of a secret? Why wouldn't she turn the guy in immediately...embarrassment; guilt; fear? He was certainly no expert but he knew that, ludicrous as it sounded, some people who were raped felt it was their own fault somehow. Whatever her reasons were, Tom was going to get to the bottom of it. He was going to find out who was hurting his little girl, and then...
At nine-o-one the following morning Tom was in the back office of his studio and already on the phone with Cathy, Dr. Zarkowski's secretary. After explaining the situation, she told him the doctor would most likely want to see the two parents before seeing Lana. Tom wasn't too please with that because it meant delaying the appointment for the person who really need it, but when she explained it would help Dr. Zarkowski understand the situation better, he agreed and gave her his ex's phone number so they could coordinate the date and time of the appointment. As they finished their conversation, Cathy said she'd call him back as soon as she talked to Angela.
He felt so helpless...so damned helpless, and it was tearing him up inside. His child, his only child was being tortured in a most horrific way and he was powerless to defend her.
Tom's mind took him back to when Lana was just three years old and clung to him for protection during a bad thunderstorm. He could still feel her little body tremble with fear as lightening lit up the night sky with the roar of canon fire. He couldn't imagine a greater feeling than he had that night as she found comfort and courage in her daddy's arms. She had always looked to him as her champion—why not now?
"Damn, damn, DAMN!" he screamed at the top of his lungs. Tears flowed from his eyes as he pounded on the desk in gut-wrenching torment. "Why can't she come to me now, why? I'm still her father, damn it."
Cayla was in the front of the studio and came rushing into the back office after hearing the commotion. "Tom, what's the matter? Are you okay?"
Cayla had been with him for a little over three years. She was his girl-Friday. She helped with wardrobe, set design, setting up lights, first draft editing, and more. She watched him suffer through a troubled marriage and an even more troubling divorce. She was probably the only person he could trust with the terrible secret.
"The social worker at my daughter's school thinks someone's molesting her, Cayla," he cried.
"Oh my God," she spoke with genuine concern. "Who? Do they know who?"
"No," he replied, shaking his head. "She won't talk to anyone, not even me. I don't know if she's scared or feels ashamed..." he let his words hang.
"Oh, Tom, I'm so sorry; My God." She put her hand gently on the back of his shoulder to comfort him. "I could try talking to her. Do you think she'd talk to me?"
"I doubt it," he replied, shaking his head.
"What about a police woman? Maybe if she talked to someone like that," offered Cayla.
"I don't know. A cop might be more intimating than anything; besides, if it's true I don't want to scare him off. I want to make sure she's protected but I also want the son-of-a-bitch. I want him caught and prosecuted. I want him to spend the rest of his miserable, fucking life behind bars being raped himself every fucking day," he wailed.
"We're going to send her to a child psychologist. That's what the school recommends. I'm hoping she'll be able to talk Lana into giving up the guy's name; then she can report him to the cops. I...I don't know what else to do," he told her. I feel so helpless. It's so damned hard to just sit here doing nothing."
"You're not doing nothing, Tom. You're getting Lana the help she needs. That's not nothing."
"I know, but she's my little girl, Cayla. It just doesn't seem like enough."



Cayla remembered something she thought might help. "Ah...a couple years ago my girlfriend caught her boyfriend cheating on her by cloning his phone. What about doing something like that. Does she have her own phone?"
"Yes, of course she does. What do mean cloning...like being able to listen in on her calls and seeing her text messages?"
"Yeah, I'm not sure how you feel about spying on your daughter but it sure worked for my friend, Amy."
Yeah, I'm not crazy about spying on her, that's for sure, but if it works it'd be worth it. How did she learn to clone his phone?"
"She looked it up on the internet. I'm not sure how you do it but I think you need another phone or something. I could ask her to call you. I'm sure she could tell you how to do it."
"That's not a bad idea, Cayla. Yeah—even if she won't talk to us maybe she talks to a friend or maybe even the son-of-a-bitch himself keeps in touch with her...yeah, I like that. Would you have your friend call me?"
"Sure thing, Tom, I'll give her a call right now."
While waiting to talk to Cayla's friend, the doctor's office called back. He confirmed an appointment for the following Wednesday afternoon. He was blocking the time out in his calendar when Cayla came back into the office and handed her phone to him.
"You'll have to take it off of mute," she said. "I didn't tell her the circumstances, only that you needed to clone someone's phone."
He thanked her as he tapped the mute button and spoke. "Hi, Amy."
"Hi, Tom. Cayla says you need to clone somebody's phone. You do know it's illegal, right?"
"Well, in this case it's my own phone so I think I'm okay in that respect."
"Oh," she said, thinking for a second, "I honestly don't know for sure but I don't see how they could get you for cloning your own phone. Okay, the hardest thing for me was figuring out how to get a hold of my boyfriend's phone but it doesn't sound like that's a problem for you."
He didn't say anything but, yeah, that was going to be a definite problem. Like most girls her age, Lana always had her phone with her. Hell, she never let it out of her sight. He listened to Amy intently. He took notes and wrote down the name of the software she told him about. After hanging up, his biggest problem was how to get his daughter's phone without her knowing about it...impossible, he thought.
The rest of the day was spent getting ready for an advertising shoot he had coming up on Tuesday but his dilemma was never completely free from his mind. He still hadn't figured anything out as he crawled into bed that night. He remembered what his dad used to tell him, "Don't overthink a problem. Break it down to the basics. Usually the best answer is the simplest answer."
After a couple hours of tossing and turning, Tom finally decided he needed some sleep. He closed his eyes, cleared his mind, and started to drift off. Just as he was about to slip into unconsciousness, it hit him. He opened his eyes and smiled. It was so simple, "Thanks, dad."
The next morning, after three attempts and almost two hours of aggravation, Tom finally reached an actual person in the customer service department of his cell provider. It took a little persuading but after threatening to change companies, he eventually got them to comply with his request.
Even though nothing had come to pass yet, Tom felt that he was at least doing something; something he hoped would ultimately help his daughter. With only an hour left before his client showed up, he could now at least concentrate on his work.
The following day both Tom and Angela were a little nervous meeting Dr. Zarkowski. Her assistant, Cathy, met them in the outer office, took them inside, and introduced them all before offering coffee. It was all done friendly but very professionally. Once Tom and Angela were seated with coffee in hand, Dr. Zarkowski started things off.
"Thank you for coming in. I always like to talk to the parents before starting therapy with a child. It helps me get some perspective. I know you're divorced from one another so is it okay to call you mister and Ms. Hayden?"
"Yes, of course," Angela answered.
"Okay, thank you. I've been in touch with Ms. Donahue from the school and she informed me of the problems with which Lana is struggling. You know, of course, that they suspect she is also being sexually molested. Under Illinois law, in the case of a minor, I can report a crime to the authorities. Believe it or not, that's not the case with all states, although it certainly should be.
"Ms. Hayden, I understand your fiancé lives with you and Lana. How does he interact with her?"
Angela wasn't ready to be put on the spot. She had to be careful how to phrase things with Tom in the room. "Well, he understands Tom is her dad and he respects that relationship, but he also understands that he will be the head of the household."
The doctor gave a small sigh. The school counselor had already clued her in as far as the problems they had with each other and knew exactly why Angela answered like she did. "Mr. and Ms. Hayden, if I am going to help your daughter I need both of you to act like adults. Mr. Hayden, I know how hard it is to think of another man being an authority figure in your daughter's life, believe me. But not accepting the situation is not going to help Lana. It will be a detriment. She knows how stressed out you are. Believe me, kids pick up on that kind of thing real quick and it only adds to her own stress."
"I don't like him living there," he told her. "She had no right moving someone into the house so quickly. I don't believe anyone can fall in love that fast unless..."
"Unless, what, Mr. Hayden?"
"I've got no proof but unless she was already sleeping with him when we were still married."
That brought a gasp from his ex. "Jesus, Tom, what's wrong with you? First you accuse me of poisoning our daughters mind against you and now you're accusing me of having an affair?"
"Angela, living with you the last couple of years was like living with a stranger. I honestly have no idea if you're capable of those things or not, anymore. How could you possibly fall in love with somebody that quickly and move him in the house like that?"
"Tom," she responded with tears welling up, "you have no idea how devastated I was when you moved out. I cried continually, at home and at work. Dayton helped me forget my troubles for a while. He took me out for lunch and a couple of times for dinner but he was always a gentleman. He supported me and helped me. When he told me he was going to look around for a new apartment I thought how nice it would be to have a man around the house...as a border, nothing else. He moved into the spare room. He helped with the housework and the lawn AND paid me room and board..."
"Then how did he wind up your fiancé?" Tom asked.
"He...he...it had been several months...I have needs like any other woman. At first we'd make sure Lana was asleep then he'd sneak into my bed. After a while... " She stopped talking and looked toward the doctor, "I thought we were here to talk about Lana, not air out our dirty laundry," she said, a little aggravated.
"Yes, that true, but I wanted to get a sense of what Lana's been dealing with," responded Dr. Zarkowski as she wrote a few notes on a yellow pad lying on her desk.
"Now, without being afraid of making Mr. Hayden angry, tell me again how Lana and Dayton get alone."
"Okay, I guess. She pretty much avoids him when she can. At first he tried hard to make her like him but lately I think he's just decided to let nature take its course."
"I see. Does she ever talk about him; have any complaints...anything?"
"No, not really. Lately she hasn't done much talking about anything," answered Angela.
"What about you, Mr. Hayden, has your daughter expressed any dislikes or concerns about Dayton to you?"
"Ah-well, I got the impression she didn't like him very much when he first moved in. I didn't know he was sleeping in the guest room," he mentioned, glancing at his ex then back to the doctor. "I just figured they were sleeping together from the start. Lana didn't say anything and I wasn't about to ask her."
For the next forty-five minutes the doctor asked a lot of questions and took a lot of notes. She had some advice for the couple as the session closed. "Mr. and Ms. Hayden, thank you for coming. From listen to the two of you it's not hard to see and feel the great amount of animosity you both have toward each other. You both seem like good, loving parents and yet you've been totally unaware of how your constant fighting has affected your daughter. I would like to suggest couples counseling..."
"coup... isn't it a little late for that, doctor? I mean, don't people usually do that before the divorce?"
"Yes, that's true, Mr. Hayden; however, this would not be for your benefit but for Lana's. There were times during our discussion when the tension was so thick in this room you could cut it with a knife. If I, a complete stranger could feel it, imagine the atmosphere it creates for your daughter."
Tom looked over to his ex. She was visibly shaken from the frank discussions of the past hour concerning both their daughter AND their marriage. She was wiping her eyes again. "I don't know. What do you think?" he asked.
Secretly Angela welcomed the doctor's idea. Even if they were divorced she'd never stop loving him and knowing the way he felt about her now was very hurtful. Maybe with some therapy they could at least become friends again. She didn't want to sound too enthusiastic for fear of scaring him off. "If it helps Lana I think we should do it," she countered.
Tom turned back to Dr. Zarkowski. "I guess we could do that," he said. "Maybe it would help if we just cleared the air about a few things. Do you have any recommendations for somebody?"
She grabbed a small note pad from the corner of her desk and wrote down three names. "Here, give this to Cathy on the way out and ask her for their business cards," she said, handing the paper to Tom. She stood up and walked around the front of her desk to shake their hands and thank them again for coming in. "I hope I wasn't too hard on you but it's imperative that I have as much information as possible if I'm going to help Lana," she told them.
They both said they understood. On the way out they got the cards from Cathy and confirmed Lana's first appointment at three-thirty the following Friday.
"How do we approach Lana about coming here," Angela asked as they reached the parking lot.
"Yeah, I was wondering the same thing." He glanced at his watch. "School's letting out right now; you got someone picking her up? Please don't tell me Dayton's getting her."
"No, Tom, he's at work. Mom's picking her up for me."
"Okay, good," he said, thinking for a minute. "I haven't seen your mom in a while. I suppose she's pissed at me. Do you think she'd mind if I went over there with you. I won't stay. I just thought it might be a good opportunity for you and me to talk to Lana together."
"I think mom would be happy to see you," she answered with a smile.
They got in their cars and drove over. Angela was right. Her mother, Eileen, treated Tom like a long lost son-in-law. Even Lana cracked a small smile when she saw her parents walk in together.
In spite of the warm reception, Tom was uneasy at first. He had always felt so at-home at his in-law's but now it was all different. Before he was considered family, he belonged. Now he was just a guest. It was a lonely sensation.
He accepted his ex-mother-in-law's offer for coffee and the three of them sat at the kitchen table while Lana worked on her homework in the living room. The conversation was kept light with no mention of anything having to do with marital problems. After a few minutes, Tom lowered his voice and told Eileen why they were both there, then looked at Angela. "What do you say? Shall we go talk to her?"
Neither one of them were looking forward to it and neither had figured out what they'd do or say if she flat out refused to go but they couldn't put it off any longer. Eileen stayed in the kitchen as they walked out and took a seat on the sofa on opposite sides of their daughter. Tom started...
"History huh? That was always one of my favorite subjects."
"I know, dad. You've told me that before," she said, not even looking up from her book.
"Honey, can you put that down for a minute. You're mother and I have something we want to discuss with you."
Lana bent the corner of the page then closed the book with a small sigh and laid it down on the coffee table. Without saying a word she looked at her dad.
"Honey, your mom and I are very concerned for you. We know how devastating our divorce must be for you and..."
"How would know?" she asked, cutting him off in mid-sentence. "Your parents are still together. So are yours," she said, turning and looking at her mother.
Angela took her daughter's hand and squeezed it with affection. "We can see the pain in your eyes, honey. We can hear the hurt and anger in your voice."
Tom picked up the conversation again. "Honey, we can't stand to see you hurting like this. Unfortunately, since we're the cause of your pain, we're the last ones capable of helping you. We know that you've been talking to Ms. Donahue at the school. She thought your conversations were helping but suggested we take you to see someone with more experience—a regular therapist."
"What--like a psychiatrist? I'm not crazy," she exclaimed.
"Honey," said Angela, taking over. "No one is saying you're crazy. She's not a psychiatrist, she's a psychologist, there's a difference. Your dad and I just came from talking to her and she's really nice."
"Honey, you know yourself from discussions with your social worker, sometimes just talking to someone can make you feel better. You obviously can't talk to either of us and Ms. Donahue really thinks someone who is better trained could help you more than she can," added Tom. "Honey, you can pour out your feelings, your anger, and your frustrations to her and not be afraid of being judged in any way. You said we can't understand how you feel and you're right, but she's trained to understand, honey. "
Lana didn't say anything but just stared down at her shoes. She had actually been forewarned that her folks might do this. Inwardly she welcomed the help but she was scared. She'd have to be so guarded to make sure she didn't slip up. Would this psychologist pry her darkest secrets from her? She couldn't let that happen. She worked hard to keep the tears away as she wondered what to do. "I don't want to go," she said.
"Honey, listen to me," pleaded Tom. "Just because your mom and I are no longer married doesn't mean we're not still family. She will always be your mom. I will always be your dad and we will always be connected through you. It's been tough on all of us but your mother and I are going to go to couples counseling so..."
"You are? Does that mean you're going to get back together?"
"No, honey, I'm sorry but we can't go back to the way things were. Your mother has someone else in her life now and I've got to move on as well, but with help I think we can make things better than they are now...for all of us."
"Lana, your dad and I want to make our situation better. We don't like always being mad at each other and..."
"Could have fooled me," mumbled Lana.
Angela ignored the sarcasm and went on. "...and going to a professional therapist will help us deal with our feelings, but the only way it will help is if we're all willing to put in extra effort. Please, honey, we need you with us on this or it won't work."
She felt trapped. What could she say? If she refused to go it was like telling her parents she didn't care--and she did care; but it was dangerous. He wasn't going to like it. He'd be mad. She couldn't hold them back any longer. Her fear brought tears to her eyes, tears that Tom and Angela misconstrued as sadness. They both wrapped their arms around her.
"Honey, I'm so sorry this is hurting you so badly," Tom said. "Please, honey, her name is Dr. Zarkowski. I think you'll like her. Will you give it a shot, honey...please?"
Lana had nowhere to go. If she said no they'd probably start fighting about it and wind up making her go anyway. She would just have to assure him that she won't say anything. "Okay," she said with a faint voice, "but only as long as you guys go to therapy too."
"Deal," Tom agreed with a smile.
Later that night Lana was alone in her room when her phone buzzed with a text message. Her heart started to pound with fear as she answered.
Unknown caller: What happened?
Lana: They are making me go.
Unknown caller: You should have said no. Remember what I told you.
Lana: I couldn't. They were going to make me go no matter what I said. I won't say anything, I promise.
Unknown caller: You better not.
***
Angela was downstairs trying to determine just how she was going to tell Dayton about the therapy sessions with her ex. He thought they were a waste of time for Lana, she could just imagine what he was going to think about her going with Tom. She was pretty sure he wasn't going to like it. "Honey, got few minutes to talk?"
"Of course, what's up?" He took off his reading glasses and laid them on the coffee table along with paperback he was reading.
Angela sat next to him on the couch. "Ah, well, you know I went to see Lana's psychologist today."
"Yeah, I'm sorry. I meant to ask how that went but it slipped my mind. Did Tom behave himself?"
"Somewhat," she replied with a small chuckle. "Her name is Zarkowski. She asked a lot of questions about Lana and about the divorce and things. Tom is still pretty mad and he let it show a few times during the interview."
"Good old Tom. You'd think he'd be over it by now, wouldn't you," Dayton commented.
"Yeah, I'm hoping he'll lose some of that anger now. I think what made him so mad is that he thought I was cheating on him when we were still married."
"Cheating...with whom?"
She poked him in the chest with her finger.
"With me? He thought you and I were sleeping together when you were still married? Why? What'd you do to give him that impression?"
"I didn't do anything, but think about it, honey, you moved in only about a month after he moved out. He had no idea you were sleeping in the guest room."
"Certainly Lana told him."
"Evidently not," countered Angela, "and I doubt he would ask her. I mean, how do you ask your daughter if her mother is sleeping with the guy who just moved in?"
"Yeah," he snickered. "I see your point."
"Anyway," she said, getting back to her main topic, "the psychologist suggested that Tom and I go for couple's counseling."
That caught Dayton's attention. He twisted around so he could look Angela straight in the eye. "I hope you said no."
"Dayton, it's not actually for us, it's more for Lana. Dr. Zarkowski said the animosity that Tom and I have for each other is hurting her. If we can learn to get a long a little better it'll take some of the strain away from her."
Dayton jumped up and started pacing back and forth in front of the couch. "This is ridiculous, Angie. We're getting married soon and you're going to go to couple's therapy with your ex-husband. This whole thing stinks. I'm telling you, kids do things for attention and the more attention you give them the worse they get."
"Dayton, what she says makes sense. We're not going to reconcile, only
clear the air so we can at least be civil to each other...for Lana's sake."
"Yeah; and what if, after all the counseling sessions, Tom wants to get back together, what then?"
"Dayton, I love you," she assured him. "First of all I can't picture Tom ever wanting me back. Jesus, just getting him to say hi to me without including the word, 'bitch' would be a major breakthrough. And even if, by some miracle he did want to get back together, it's too late, honey. I have you now, and there's no way I'm giving you up," she told him with a big smile.



Angela stood and put both arms around Dayton's neck. She looked into his eyes and closed in so their lips could touch. Their tongues danced in harmony. She felt his growing erection pressing against her stomach and reached down to undo his belt. She slid her hand down the inside of his underwear and felt the steel-like phallus with her fingers.
"What do we have here?" she teased.
"It's a present. You wear it right down...HERE."
Angela shrieked as he grabbed her pussy to demonstrate.
Within moments they were both naked. Dayton never was the gentle lover that her ex was. He was much more aggressive but he had great stamina and he never failed to get her off at least once and sometimes more.
"I'm not sure Lana's asleep yet so we have to be quiet," warned Angela.
He turned her away and leaned her over the back of the couch. Angela closed her eyes and leaned her head back as her fiancé worked a finger inside her warm, moist opening.
"Oh yeeeaah," she moaned.
When she was ready, Dayton replaced his finger with his cock. Slowly he stroked in and out of his woman. Angela's nails dug into the fabric of the sofa and tried to stifle her cries of ecstasy.
Dayton slowed just long enough for her to resume a rhythm then started again, this time with more force. Angela felt her breasts being pushed against the rough material as Dayton pounded her pussy.
"Oh, oh, oh God," she cried again and again with every thrust. She could feel him picking up speed and knew he was getting close. In sync, they each reached their climax with a synchronization of grunts, shrieks, and moans.
Dayton collapsed across her back, pushing her boobs harder into the back of couch while they both fought to regain some normalcy to their ragged breathing.
"Do you think she heard us," Angela asked.
Dayton just smiled. "Come on, let's go to bed," he replied. "I'll make sure the door is closed."
The next day Angela called the school and made arrangements to pick Lana up half an hour early every Friday so they could make her therapy sessions on time. Friday afternoon she was surprised when they pulled into the doctor's parking lot and saw Tom waiting for them. Lana was scared about talking to a therapist. Her dad was a comforting sight. She wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed. It was the first real hug she'd given him in months and he took it as the initial step in what was going to be a long healing process.
When they walked into Dr. Zarkowski's office she was delighted to see the support of both parents. They briefly greeted each other but this was Lana's time so Tom left for the studio while Angela crossed the street to have coffee in a little diner. As soon as the office door closed Lana sat and folded her arms in front of her.
It was classic combative body posture designed to put the good doctor on notice from the start. Before she could help this young lady she had to break through that wall, or at least get her to participate. "Don't want to be here, do you?" she asked the stoic fifteen year old.
"Not particularly," Lana replied.
"Your folks tell me you're hurt and angry over their divorce, is that true?"
"Duh, wouldn't you be?"
"Oh yes, you're darn right I'd be. But I wouldn't enjoy feeling like that. Do you enjoy the pain and anger?"
Lana looked the doctor in the eye. "What kind of stupid question is that?"
"Well, it's just that I'm pretty sure I can help you alleviate some of those emotions...help relieve some of those anger issues and reduce some of the pain; yet you tell me you don't want to be here so I'm just trying to understand why."
"Can you make my parents go back together again?"
"No," answered Dr. Zarkowski.
"Then how are you going to help? You can't do anything. Nothing you say is going to change things. This is all just a big waste of time and you know it."
"I see...so it's not so much that you enjoy the pain you just like to wallow in self-pity; is that it?"
Lana didn't say anything. She just shot the doctor a look that would kill most mortals.
"No? Well, what if there was a chance," responded the doctor, "the smallest chance that I could help? Would you take that chance? Do you really want to rid yourself of some of those hard feelings? You know there are some who would say your feelings aren't real—that you're just putting on an act to punish your parents for breaking up, but I don't believe that. I believe your pain is as real as it gets and that it's very deeply rooted. I can help if you'll give me a chance."
Lana didn't respond. She just sat, staring at the floor. She really kind of liked this woman. I suppose I could share some things with her, she thought, just not...
"So if I do talk to you, what happens? I mean do you go blabbing everything I say to my mom and dad?"
Both personal and professional ethics dictated that she be completely honest and transparent with a client. "Everything we discuss during a session is protected under doctor -- patient confidentiality. Since you are a minor I will give your parents progress reports—tell them how I think you're doing, but I will not divulge what you tell me during a session, not to them, not to anyone. There are a couple of exceptions."
Here we go, thought Lana.
"If I feel you are a threat to yourself or someone else I am bound by law to tell the authorities. The same goes for reporting a crime. Other than that, everything you say will be held in the strictest confidence."
Lana remained silent for a minute or two while she thought things over. She really did welcome someone to talk to. If she didn't get some things off her chest she felt she'd explode. Unfortunately, the thing that bothered her...no, not bothered...the thing she was most frightened of, would have to remain her secret.
Lana gave a small sigh. "So—how do we start?"
"I simply want you to tell me how you feel. Don't hold anything back."
"I'm mad," she said emphatically, "mad at my dad, mad at my mom. She was always bitching at him, constantly. As far as she was concerned he couldn't do anything right...and him, sometimes I wished he could just let it go, let her yell until she got tired, but no, he had to yell back. God it was like a war zone half the time.
Her emotions were already starting to get the better of her. She leaned forward and pulled a tissue from the box on the doctor's desk and wiped her eyes before continuing.
"I don't know what's wrong with them. They weren't always like that. They both say they still love the other but they sure don't act like it. I think they just say it because they think it'll somehow make me feel better.
"Now they say they're going to counseling. I guess you had something to do with that, didn't you. I just wish they would have done it before getting divorced, that's all."
Dr. Zarkowski referred to her notes. "How is your home life now? I understand your mother will be getting remarried. How do you feel about it?"
She wiped some more moisture from both eyes and sighed. "I just want things back the way they were," she sniffled. "I want dad back and I want mom to stop ragging at him all the time."
Of course the doctor recognized immediately that Lana had ducked her question. Obviously she was not ready to answer it so she would move on and come back to it, if not this session, another in the future.
"What did your mother rag on him about?" she asked, steering the conversation where she wanted it to go.
"Everything...anything and everything. He works a lot. Sometimes when he gets home he goes into his office and edits pictures. She hates it when he does that. They also fight about me—the way I dress, my grades, my friends, how late I should be able to stay out..." She stopped to wipe away another tear.
She was going to try one more time. "What about Dayton? Does your mother fight with him?"
"No...I don't want to talk about him," she stated emphatically.
"Okay," the doctor conceded. "We're about done for the day anyway."
Lana was surprised when Dr. Zarkowski told her time was up. The hour had passed very quickly. She was also disappointed and couldn't wait for the next session. She actually felt better and would be more confident the following week. Her mother was waiting for her in the outer office and could already see a difference. It was extremely encouraging.
The following morning Tom picked Lana up for the weekend. He gave her a kiss on the cheek as she strapped herself in the passenger seat. "So how do you like Dr. Zarkowski?" he asked while backing out of the drive.
"She's okay I guess."
"Yeah, your mom and I really liked her. I found another therapist for your mother and me. I'm hoping he's as good. I know I haven't been the easiest person to get along with these days. I'm sorry for that. It's just that your mom...well..."
"I know," said Lana, picking up on what he was trying to say. "Mom makes you mad."
"Yeah, I guess that's pretty obvious, huh. Well maybe if we can iron out some things we won't make each other so mad anymore. I know it'll be a lot better for you if we're not always fighting."
"Things would be a lot better if you and mom would just get back together."
"Honey, I'm sorry. I wish I could wave a magic wand and make it happen for you but I can't. Even if I wanted to it's too late anyway. Your mom's getting married to someone else."
Lana said no more and just turned to look out the passenger side window until they reached the restaurant. Tom tried picking up the conversation again once they'd ordered.
"What would you like to do this weekend, any ideas?"
"I don't care," she replied with a shrug of her shoulders. "We haven't been to the history museum in a long time."
"Great idea, honey. You're right, the history museum it is."
From there the conversation was mostly one sided with Tom more than keeping up his end, but he did notice an improvement. She wasn't talking a lot but she was talking, be-it one or two words at a time. Later that night they both sat on the couch and watched a Netflix comedy with a big bowl of popcorn between them. How good Tom felt to hear her laugh again.
Sunday mornings had developed into a tradition. The Cook's Nook served the best breakfast in the world as far as Lana was concerned, so no matter how long they had to wait in line for a table, it was their restaurant of choice. Lana ordered her favorite then pulled out her phone for a little texting with a friend...another tradition.
"Dad, my phone says 'no connection.' I don't understand, I always text Jennifer from here."
"Hmm, let me check mine," responded Tom as he innocently pulled his own phone from his pocket. "Mine's working. Let's see it," he said, holding out his hand.
Reluctantly, she handed her phone over. Tom made a show of removing the battery then replacing it and turning the phone back on. It still showed no connection.
"Maybe it's just something jamming the signal in here," he said, handing it back to her. "Try it again when we get home."
Like with most young ladies that age, her phone was like an extension of her being. Sadly, she put it back in pocket. With nothing else to do she was forced to converse with her dad. He wanted so much to ask her if someone was being inappropriate with her but he was warned by Dr. Zarkowski to not engage in that dialogue. She told him Lana could withdraw even more. She asked for his confidence and to let her work with his daughter. He agreed but it was killing him.
When they got home, Lana immediately pulled her phone out and tried again but got the same results. "Dad, something's wrong with my phone. I still can't get a signal," she told him.
He took it from her and compared it to his own again. "I'm sorry, honey. Something is definitely wrong. My phone's working fine. Leave it here and I'll take it in tomorrow. I'm sure it can be fixed."
"But, dad, what I'm supposed to do in the mean time?"
"Honey, when I was a kid we didn't have cell phones at all. I'm sure one or two days..."
"No, dad, you don't understand." She was almost in tears.
"What, honey. I'll take it in tomorrow. If they can't fix it right away I'll get you a new one. I'm sorry, honey, that's the best I can do."
What else could she do but to let her dad take the phone. She had no choice.
"I promise, I'll take it in first thing in the morning, honey. I'm sure it's nothing that can't be fixed," he assured her.
When she returned home later that day, Angela and Dayton were sitting on the couch watching TV. Her mom turned to face her as she walked in.
"How was your weekend, honey?"
"Okay, but my phone is broke," she announced. "I couldn't get a signal. Dad's going to take it in to see if it can be fixed," she told them both.
As soon as Tom returned home from dropping off his daughter he went to work on her phone. He followed the instructions he'd gotten from Amy and made a copy of the SIM card, then activated the program he'd download to the burner phone he bought. At midnight, when the service to Lana's phone was reactivated, he checked. Perfect! There, on the phone he'd bought for spying purposes only, was all his daughter's info. He flashed through some of her text messages but only saw a couple of her friends listed. He had no interest in them. He was only interested in something from the bastard who was hurting his little girl. He checked her call log but again found nothing.
A sense of guilt and relief came over him; guilt because he hated spying on his daughter and relief because he hadn't found anything. Maybe the school was wrong; hopefully.
Monday, after closing the studio, he drove over to his former home and rung the bell. Thankfully it was Angela who came to the door and not Dayton. He didn't want to talk to him if he could help it.
"Hi," she greeted, "this is a surprise. Come on in," she said, stepping aside.
He glanced over her shoulder and saw Dayton standing in entrance to the kitchen. "No, that's alright. I just stopped by to drop this off for Lana," he said, holding up the phone. "It was having a problem getting a signal over the weekend."
Lana heard the doorbell and had come down, hoping it was her dad with her phone.
"Hi pumpkin," he greeted her. "It was something in the receiver. They replaced a couple parts and voila, here's your phone back good as new."
"Thanks, dad," she said, taking her phone and giving him a peck on the cheek. She turned it on and ran back upstairs.
"Are you sure you won't come in for a cup of coffee?" offered Angela.
"No thanks. I was going to call you though." He reached for his wallet and took out a business card. "Here's the guy I'd like to use as a counselor for us if it's okay with you. I called and talked to all three that Dr. Zarkowski recommended and I like this guy the best. Give him a call and see what you think."
"Okay, I will," she replied.
With that, Tom left for home. All he could do now was wait—wait and pray that the school was wrong about his little girl being sexually molested. Every time he just thought about it his heart pounded and his eyes would well up.
That Wednesday afternoon Tom was cleaning his equipment and getting ready for a shoot while Cayla was working on the books in the office when his cell rang. The display showed it was Angela.
"Hello, Angie, what's up?"
"I won't keep you, Tom; I just wanted to let you know that, that counselor is okay with me. They have Saturday hours. Would that be okay with you?"
"Yeah, that's fine," he said before thinking, then hesitated. "Wait a minute, what about Lana? Can you take her to your parents again?"
"Tom, I can't do that every Saturday. My folks have a life too you know. You've got to stop this attitude toward Dayton. He lives here, Tom. There are going to be times when he's alone with Lana. You're going to have to accept that."
"I don't want him alone with her until we find out for sure that he's not the one molesting her," he said very emphatically.
"God, is this ever going to end," she mumbled with a sigh. "Okay, let me call mom and see if they can take her on Saturdays."
"Okay, thanks; if they can't then let's make it during the week when she's at school."
"Tom, I can't just take off from work every week. I'm already taking off early on Fridays for Lana's therapy. I don't make my own hours like you do."
"Angela, we both agreed to this counseling for Lana's sake but I'd rather not do it than leave her alone with Dayton, at least until..."
"Yes, yes, I know," she said, cutting him off in mid-sentence. "Okay, let me see what I can do."
She called Tom back about an hour later and told him her parents agreed to take Lana on Saturdays. He thanked her and felt much better. She went ahead and made their first appointment for nine o'clock Saturday morning.
Now that the harsh Chicago winter was about over, business was picking up again. Tom was sitting in the office of his studio Friday afternoon, going over some photos he'd shot earlier in the week. Both his cell and burner phones were lying on the desk behind him. He was concentrating so hard on what he was doing he almost didn't hear one of them buzz with an incoming text. He looked back to see which screen was lit. It was Lana's.
All week he had been monitoring her phone only to see the usual female adolescent jibber-jabber with her friends. He almost let it go without looking at it but a little voice told him to check. He reached behind and swiped the text icon...
Unknown caller: Remember, not a word to that busybody therapist today. You know what will happen if you talk.
It had to be him. Tom felt the anger building. It was the first evidence to substantiate the school's suspicions. "MOTHER FUCKER," he growled.
Cayla, who was just outside the door, wasn't used to her boss using that kind of language. She peeked her head around the jam. "What's the mat..." She stopped in mid-sentence when she saw the look on his face.
"It's true," he said, holding up the phone. "Some mother fucker is molesting my daughter. I'd hoped that the school was wrong but here's the proof."
Cayla looked at the screen. "Tom, I'm so sorry. What are you going to do? There's no name. It just says unknown caller. How are you going to find out who it is?"
"I'll take this to the cops. I'm sure they can trace it back to the caller."
Just then the screen lit up again. She was texting him back.
Lana: I promise I won't say anything.
"There," Tom said. "He's got to be threatening her. That's why she's won't turn the bastard in. He's got her scared to death."
Never in his entire life had he felt so helpless. The thought of his little girl's fear brought tears to his eyes. "I swear, Cayla, the cops better get this guy before I do."
"You let them take care of him, Tom. Please, don't do anything stupid. It won't help Lana if you get locked up."
Tom silently nodded his head. He knew she was right but just the thought of coming face to face with this guy had him wondering if he could stop himself from killing the bastard. Hopefully the cops would track the call, arrest him and he'd never have a chance to find out. Unfortunately, he discovered it wasn't as easy as he thought it would be.
Tom immediately called the Chicago police and explained the situation. When they asked where he lived he told them Arlington Hills, in the Northwest suburbs. They directed him to call their police dept. Of course, he thought. He was so angry he wasn't thinking. When he explained the situation for the second time they told him he'd have to come to the station and ask for detective Lebowski in the special victim's division.
It was almost four in the afternoon before he got a break. He told Cayla to lock up and took off for the Arlington Hills police department. After waiting for twenty minutes in an outer office, a short but good looking man in his forties came out from the back and introduced himself.



"I'm detective Lebowski; you're waiting to see me about her daughter?"
"Yes, she's being sexually molested," he said, standing up to shake the detective's hand.
"Come with me where we can talk in private," responded Lebowski.
Tom followed him to an interview room in the back of the station. They sat down at a large table opposite one another. The detective started off the conversation.
"Do you have any proof that you daughter is being molested? Has she confided in you?" He was an expert in cases of sexual abuse of minors and knew they rarely talked to anyone about it. Talking to a parent would be even more rare.
"No, this guy has her to terrified to talk to anyone. Her school brought it to our attention..."
"Our?" questioned the cop.
"Yeah, her mother and me. They said she was exhibiting the classic signs. We're sending her to a therapist. Today she got this text," he said, holding the phone up so Lebowski could read it.
"This is your daughter's phone?" he asked.
"Kind of," Tom replied.
Lebowski looked at him, not sure what he meant by his comment.
Tom explained. "I cloned her phone."
The cop gave a small sigh. "You know that's illegal, right? It's a federal offense."
"It's my phone. I bought it. I pay for the cell service."
"Yeah, but when you give a phone to someone, that person has a right to privacy under the law." He looked at the pain of a father whose child was in trouble and decided to drop the technicality of the phone issue. "Never mind, just don't make a habit of going around cloning phones. Let's see," he said, reaching for the phone.
He read the short correspondence and swiped to find more. "Is this it; just these two texts?"
"Yeah. I know it's not much but it proves that someone is molesting her."
"Mr. Hayden, I understand your concern. I have children too, but this really isn't proof. It does appear that somebody's threatening her but there's no mention of anything sexual."
"Okay, isn't the fact that she's being threatened, enough? At least trace it and find out who's making the threats."
"Mr. Hayden, I wish it was that easy. We need a warrant to trace a call and I'm afraid there's just not enough here to get one."
Tom was now getting angry and frustrated. He stood and took his phone from the cop's hands. "That's it? You're not going to do anything...nothing?"
"There's just not much we can do at this point. I'm sorry. Keep monitoring her calls and texts. If they get sexually explicit then come back. If you can get enough for a warrant I'd be happy to try and trace it. But I have to tell you, unless the guy is a complete idiot, he's probably using a burner phone. If so there's no way to trace it. The best way to get these guys is to trap them, but we'd need your daughter's co-operation for that. We can lure him in but without her testimony it's almost impossible to make any charges stick. Do you think she'd work with us?"
"I don't know," said a disheartened Tom. "The school advised us not to confront her. They said to let the psychologist work with her so I'm not even sure how I'd approach her." He thought for a second. "Maybe I can talk to the therapist...see what she says."
"I'm sorry," the detective said with true empathy. "Like I said, I have kids of my own and I can't imagine the pain you're going through. Here's my card," he said, handing it to Tom, "if you get anything more, let me know."
He walked Tom out the way they came in. "Again, I'm sorry I can't do more right now but these guys always make mistakes. We'll get him," he said, trying to give the distraught father a parting word of encouragement.
To say Tom was discouraged as he left the police station is an understatement. In his own mind he was now positive the school was right. He needed to find a way to stop this guy but he had no idea how.
The following day was his first couples counseling session with his ex. He had already decided he was not going to share Lana's text messages with her. He just didn't trust her anymore, and besides, he sure didn't want her to know he was spying on their daughter.
Ever since talking to the detective his mind had been going two-forty, trying to come up with a plan to get Lana's abuser, but kept coming up with nothing. After a very troubled night's sleep he was up early and had breakfast at a Denny's before meeting Angela for their first therapy session.
The doctor they had agreed on was Dr. Theo Raddick, a prematurely gray haired man in his early fifties with a baritone voice. After the introductions the doctor asked them to be seated and offered them something to drink. When it appeared everyone was settled the doctor began.
"Ms. Hayden, during my phone interview with Mr. Hayden he told me you were divorced from each other but still had some anger issues. You both feel these issues are hurting your daughter and you'd like to resolve them if possible. Is that your take on the situation as well?"
"Yes, doctor," answered Angela.
"So neither of you are looking for a reconciliation through therapy?"
"No, no," Tom said, rather emphatically. "She's already got a new boyfriend. They're getting married in a few months. There's no way we're ever getting back together."
Even though Angela knew he was right, she didn't feel he had to sound so happy about it.
Tom went on. "No, it just seems like we can't stop fighting. It was like that the last two years of our marriage and it's never stopped...even now."
"I see," said the doctor. "And why do you think that is? What is it that you fight about?"
"Doc, if I knew that we wouldn't be here," he snapped, but with a smile.
Doctor Raddick turned toward Angela. "How about you, Ms. Hayden, any ideas as to why you're always fighting?"
"Well, the fact that he doesn't think much of me might have something to do with it," she said.
That surprised Tom. He turned to face her. "What do mean I don't think much you?"
"You don't. You think I'm incompetent."
"When have I EVER said you were incompetent?" he asked, emphasizing the word ever.
"Ms. Hayden, obviously you've just revealed something you never expressed before. Why do you feel your ex-husband thinks you're incompetent?"
She now gave the doctor her full attention. "He has a photography studio in Chicago. A few years ago his assistant quit and he had to hire another one. I asked him to hire me. Huh, you should have heard how insulting he was."
Tom remembered the situation back then and remembered Angela wanted him to hire her but he didn't remember being insulting. She'd never even mentioned it before that moment. "Angela, we needed your income. We couldn't afford you quitting you job."
"Really? How much do you pay Cayla?"
"Ah, five hundred a week."
"Right, a lousy twenty five dollars a week less than I make. If I had quit my job, instead of paying her you'd be paying me. It's a wash, except for twenty-five dollars."
He had never even stopped to think about it. She was right—but there were other concerns. "You're right; the money would be a wash."
Angela got a smug look on her face but it was quickly to fade.
Tom continued, "But tell me, who takes care of Lana when my assistant and I have to go out on a two or three day shoot or work until midnight to meet a deadline?"
That brought her up short. "If those were your concerns why didn't you say that before?"
"Hell, we've never even discussed this before. Why didn't you ask me why I wouldn't hire you at the time?"
"Because you were so dismissive about it; in fact you were downright derisive. You didn't even consider me—not for a second. I was hurt. Remember how we used to go out taking pictures before we were married? You'd give me one of your cameras and teach me how to adjust the little thingy inside so the exposure would be right. That was so much fun for me. When you said you needed another assistant I could just see us going out on shoots and working together."
She opened her purse and took out a tissue to wipe her nose. "I'm proud of what you do. I'm proud of your work. Every time I go by that billboard on the Kennedy I smile and think, 'my ex-husband shot that ad.' I wanted to be a part of it, Tom, that's all."
He thought back. If he was honest with himself he had to admit she was right. If he had given it any consideration at all maybe they could have worked something out. "I'm sorry. I wish you would have said something. I...I mean—everyone in my business hires a photography major from one of the local colleges. Almost everybody in the business starts like that...I started out like that. It's the way things are done. I guess I just never thought about doing it any other way."
Angela's emotions were catching up with her. By now she was wiping tears from her eyes. "Someday Cayla will open her own studio and take half of your clients, then you'll wish you had hired me," she joked with a sniffle.
Tom smiled and looked at the doctor. "She's right," he said. "It's how ninety percent of the photographers in my business get their start." He faced his ex again. "Is that what's been sticking in your craw all this time?"
"It's one of the things," she responded.
Tom thought he already knew another. "I know you were angry about the number of hours I was putting in but..."
"Tom, it had nothing to do with the hours. I understood that you had to put in the hours and that you were doing it for us, Lana and me. I know that. It was the way you treated me. All the time we were going together and even for the first few years we were married, you not only loved me but you respected me. You're a smart man, Tom, and I think in the beginning you thought that I was smart too. You used to talk to me as an equal, you used to ask for my advice, my opinion meant something to you; but somewhere down the line I lost that respect. I don't know how I lost it but I did. When you blew me off about working for you so nonchalantly... I...I guess it was just the straw that broke camel's back...and our marriage."
Tom thought about what she said. "So all that time—all the snide remarks, all the fights...it was because you thought I'd lost respect for you?"
"Pretty much," she said while slowly nodding her head. "That and the fact that I wasn't sure if you were cheating on me or not."
Tom almost fell off his chair. "Cheating! I NEVER cheated on you...not once. I never even thought of cheating on you. What did I ever do to make you think I was cheating on you?"
"I just told you, you lost respect. Think about it, Tom. It's not the lack of love that leads people to cheat on their spouses, it's the lack of respect. You can cheat on someone you still love but you can't cheat on someone you respect. Isn't that right, doctor?" she asked looking in his direction.
"Yes," he confirmed. "That's very true."
"Cayla's a very pretty girl," she continued. "How do I know what you do with her. Sometimes you two would be at the studio till one or two in the morning. You went down to Peoria for three days together."
Tom sighed. "We went down there on a job; you know that. We had separate motel rooms. I can prove it. I paid for them with my American express corporate card."
"That doesn't mean you two didn't spend the night in the same room," she replied. "Am I just supposed to take your word for it?"
Now he was starting to get angry and his voice went up about three decibels. "Fine, as long as we're talking about cheating, how about you and Dayton. Am I just supposed to take your word about that?"
Angela's face was turning bright red and the volume of the discussion was increasing dramatically. "I told you..."
"Alright, alright," Dr. Raddick broke in. "Why don't we end right here, today."
Both Tom and Angela looked at the clock on his desk and were surprised the hour was up already.
"I want to thank you both for being so forthcoming. So many couples come and sit like a stone but I think you're off to a good start. You've both gotten some things off your chests that have been bothering you for a long time. I've made some notes and there're a few things I want you to discuss next week. Also, you both obviously have suspicions of infidelity. We will also explore those but for now, let's call it a day."
They all stood and shook hands. Tom and Angela said goodbye to each other before getting in their cars and driving off in different directions. It was Angela's weekend with Lana so Tom headed for the studio. There really wasn't much to do there but when he was troubled, the studio was more of a sanctuary than his apartment. He always felt safe and secure surrounded by the profession he loved.
He put on a pot of coffee and sat back in his leather office chair. He couldn't get over some of the things his ex brought up during their therapy session. He kept going over them in his mind, trying to remember what was going on at the time.
Suddenly he had an epiphany; at some point while building his business, the studio became more important than his wife. Again and again he went over things in his mind. At the time he wasn't even aware of it but looking back now, he could see the slow progression of his priorities shifting. For the first time since all the trouble started, he had to face the fact that he played a role in his wife's change in attitude; for the first time he felt guilt.
Why the hell couldn't he see that before divorcing her? If she had only talked to me, he thought. Maybe we could have worked things out. Maybe we'd still be happily married. A year ago he just wanted to get rid of her. Now, for the first time since the divorce, he was feeling the loss of his wife. He hadn't shed a single tear up till that point but as he thought back to the woman he married, his eyes welled up with regret.
There was nothing he could do now but suck it up and go on with his life. He would continue to be the best father he could and if he ever did find someone to love again, he would make damn sure she would not suffer the same fate as Angela.
The next two or three weeks were going to be busy. In addition to his other work, his largest client wanted to collaborate on three new magazine ads. That meant hours going over different concepts with the ad exec, searching for inspiration and creating three different story boards, building sets, selecting models and putting together a team of wardrobe, hair, and make-up artists.
Tom smiled as he thought back to a conversation he'd had with Cayla when she first started working there. She had no idea and was astonished with all the time, work, and preparation that went into creating a single advertising photograph.
By the time Thursday evening rolled around Tom was exhausted. It looked like another fourteen hour day, the third one in a row. He was sketching a set diagram when he heard a text coming in on his daughter's clone. He looked at the time. It was almost eleven o'clock, awful late for a text from one of her friends. He picked it up to see what it said.
Unknown caller: I'm sure I don't have to remind you about Friday again. When U R in the car with your mom tell her you want to stay home Saturday instead of going to your grandparents. That will give us some quality time together.
Tom read it but couldn't believe it. He didn't like Dayton but he didn't really believe he was Lana's abuser. He said most of that stuff to get a rise out of his ex.
It was a minute or so before Lana wrote back.
Lana: What am I supposed to say? What excuse do I give her for not wanting to go to grandma's?
Unknown caller: I don't care what you tell her. Just make sure you stay home.
By the time the last text was sent, Tom had locked up the studio and was on his way. He made the thirty-five minute trip in twenty minutes. The lights were still on when he pulled into the driveway. He sat in the car for a moment and took a series of deep breaths, trying to calm down. He didn't really want to spend the rest of his life in prison for killing the bastard—even if he did deserve it. When he thought he was ready he went up and knocked on the door. Angela opened it with a surprised look.
"Tom."
"Hi, Angie. Can I come in?"
"Well, we were just getting ready for bed. It's late..."
"I know. I won't keep you. I just have to talk to Dayton for a minute."
"Dayton?" Now she was more surprised than ever. In the past he had always refused to talk to Dayton at all. Now he shows up at eleven-thirty and wants to talk? "Tom, what's this all about?"
"Angela, this is important. Please let me in."
"Ah, yeah, I guess. Come on in," she said, opening the door and stepping aside.
Dayton was in the kitchen when he heard Tom's voice and apprehensively stepped just inside the living room where they could see each other. Something was up, he could feel it. Cautiously, he spoke.
"Tom, what's going on? It's pretty late for a social call."
Tom had no doubt as to the identity of his daughter's abuser but he had an idea. If it worked it would be the final nail in Dayton's coffin. "Excuse me for one second," he said as he reached for his burner phone.
Both Dayton and Angela watched as he hit the speed dial.
"Tom, what is this all abo..."
He cut her off in midsentence by raising his index finger, silently asking for one second.
A moment later they all heard a phone ring. Angela's phone was plugged into the charger in the bedroom. The ringing sounded like it was coming from the hall so it definitely wasn't hers. Lana was upstairs in bed and always had her phone close at hand so it wasn't hers.
Dayton knew his personal phone was in his pocket. His burner phone was in his jacket in the hall closet but the only person he talked to on that was Lana--unless... He was suddenly struck with fear as he looked into the knowing face of Lana's father.
"Why don't you answer that, Dayton," Tom sneered.
Angela saw the expression on the two men's faces. Her fiancé looked scared. She knew something was terribly wrong but hadn't a clue as to what it could be. "What's going on? Dayton...?" Her voice trembled with concern.
"Here," said Tom, handing her the phone with the text messages, "read it yourself."
Dayton looked at Tom as he put it together. He remembered what Lana said about having trouble with her cell phone. "You cloned her phone," he mumbled.
"That's right you piece of shit, and now I've got you."
Dayton tried to think of something to say, anything to get him out of his mess but it was hopeless; he'd been caught.
Suddenly both men heard a tremendous wail as Angela read the text and now knew her betrothed was responsible for her daughter's suffering. She felt as if someone had punched in the stomach. As her legs collapsed from under her she fell against the wall and slipped down to the floor, screaming in hysterics, "No, it can't be, it can't be."
Tom wanted to go to her aid but Dayton saw his chance and turned to make a break through the kitchen and out the back door.
Angela would have to wait. Tom wasn't about to let the asshole get away and took off after him. Quickly, he closed the gap between them and jumped, wrapping his arm around Dayton's neck and dragging him down like a lion on a gazelle, but on the way down, Dayton grabbed for a kitchen chair. As the two men tumbled to the floor the chair came crashing down and caught Tom just above the eye. It stunned him enough that Dayton was able to kick himself free and again dashed for the door.
He had just reached the bottom step of the back deck when Tom leaped from the landing. This time Tom landed with force as they fell to the grass. Tom was on his feet first and landed a hard right uppercut before Dayton could get his feet fully under him. Still trying to escape, Dayton scrambled for the back gate but a swift kick to the ribs sent him sprawling to the dirt. Tom leaned over his prone body, lifted his head with a handful of hair, and hit him two more times for good measure.



Tom had been in a few fights when he was younger but never did he enjoy hitting someone until that moment.
Dayton was through. He lay on his back with both arms spread. His breathing was labored as he stared at the sky wondering what his future held for him now.
Tom took his phone from his pocket and dialed nine-one-one then pulled the pedophile up by his shirt and forced him back into the house. The scene that awaited them broke Tom's heart.
His ex was curled in a fetal position with her head lying in their daughter's lap. Lana had been awakened by Angela's cries and came down to see her mother sitting on the floor with her face buried in her hands.
"I'm sorry, God, I'm so sorry, my baby, my baby, I'm so sorry." Angela was repeating it over and over.
Lana looked up at her dad. She was terrified. "Dad, you're bleeding."
Tom reached up and felt his forehead. The chair left a deep gash just above his eye. He wanted to reassure her. "I'm okay, honey. It's just a little cut. I'll be fine. And you won't ever have to worry about Dayton again. He'll never bother you again."
Tears streamed down her young cheeks, "No, dad, you don't understand. He said he has friends. If he goes to jail they're going to bomb your studio. You have to let him go, please. I don't want anything to happen to you," she cried.
"You better listen to her," Dayton sneered. "She's telling the truth."
"In that case maybe I should just get my gun and take you for a one way ride, huh?" he growled into Dayton's ear.
Dayton had no comeback but an evil grin left his battered face.
"Honey," Tom directed his attention back to his daughter, "I doubt very much if Dayton has any friends at all, let-alone the kind that would take a chance like that. Please don't be scared. We're not letting him go. When the police come I want you to be brave and tell them everything. Okay? Please, honey, don't worry."
Lana nodded her head but he knew she was still scared. Taking Dayton for a one way ride was almost becoming a viable option.
Angela was finally starting to pull herself together a little. She sat up and put her arms around her daughter. "Oh my baby, I'm so sorry," she repeated."
"It's okay, mom. You didn't know," she whimpered.
They were still sitting on the floor, holding each other when they all heard the doorbell. Tom looked up and could see a red flashing light reflecting off the window. "Judgement day," he snarled as he pushed Dayton ahead of him. He opened the door to three uniformed officers, two males and one female.
"We got a report of a disturbance at this address," announced the lead man in blue.
"Yeah, I'm the one who called. This is Dayton Cooper," he said, holding the man up by the back of the collar. "He's a pedophile and he's been sexually molesting my daughter."
Tom obliged the officer's request to enter the house. Once inside, all three had to try and process the scene and ascertain just what was going on. Based on their preliminary questioning, they cuffed Dayton's hands behind his back then separated everyone to get their statements. The officer in charge took both Tom and Dayton into the kitchen for questioning while the other two cops questioned Lana and her mother in the living room.
Tom told the first officer about the school's suspicions, about getting Lana into therapy and about talking to detective Lobowski. Several times during the interview the cop spoke into the radio attached to his shoulder and reported back to the station. They were there over an hour.
"Okay, Mr. Hayden, you understand this is just a preliminary report. We're going to need all of you to come down to the station for a formal statement and to sign the complaint."
"Yes, of course. When do you need us?"
"Well, believe me, I understand the trauma for your daughter and ex-wife but we want to get everything on paper while it's all still fresh in your minds. I'd like you to be at the station at nine tomorrow morning. Detective Lobowski will be there as well as a female officer who's trained for cases of child sexual assault."
"We'll be there," Tom stated emphatically. "I want to make sure this asshole gets what's coming to him."
It was well after one in the morning by the time the cops left, taking Dayton with them. Everyone's nerves were on edge including Tom's, although he tried not to show it. He felt as though the situation had thrown him back into the role as head of the family again...even if it was for a short time. "Lana, I am so proud of you. I know you're still scared and that's what makes what you're doing even more brave."
"Dad, I'm so sorry I didn't tell you. That lady officer said I should have told you but I was so scared. He...he said if I ever told anybody he would send his friends to throw a bomb in your studio when you were there. He said he'd also have them kidnap mom and that they'd take her someplace to gang rape her."
His heart was being torn to shreds by his daughter's words. Tom knew Dayton had to threaten her with something but he didn't realize the true heinous nature of his lies. Now he wished he had taken him in the woods and put one right between the bastard's eyes for putting his daughter through so much torment.
Angela was sitting next to her, still crying. "How could I have been so blind?" she cried. "How could I not see what a horrible monster he was?"
Tom had to agree with her but now was not the time to pile on more guilt than what she was already feeling. Her whole body was shaking and he was afraid she was headed for a nervous breakdown. "Angela, he had us all fooled," said Tom, trying to ease her mind a little.
"Not you. You had him pegged from the start," she replied. "If I had only listened to you."
Lana put her arms around her mother again and hugged her tightly. "Mom, it's okay...really, I'm fine," she bravely asserted.
Angela looked up at Tom, her eyes pleading. "Tom, can you stay here tonight? Please, I...I..."
"Yeah, I'll stay," he told her. "We have to be at the police station tomorrow at nine. We can all go in my car—in fact, how about if we go out for breakfast tomorrow?"
That brought the only smiles he'd seen all night. "You ladies run up and try and get some sleep," he told them. "I'll stretch out here on the couch."
There were hugs all around. Angela thanked him for staying the night and gave him a peck on the cheek in gratitude. He gave them a few minutes then checked the doors. God, he thought, he hadn't performed that little ritual in a long time. His ex had come down with a pillow and a blanket for him so he curled up on the couch for what would be a very restless nap. As he tossed and turned on the narrow couch his subconscious alerted him to a presence in the room. The feeling was so strong it woke him up. He peered from half open eyes to see a figure silhouetted against the street lamp shining through the front picture window.
In his present state of mind he sensed danger and sat up with a start before recognizing the ominous form as his ex.
"I'm sorry, Tom, I didn't mean to wake you. I...I couldn't sleep so I just came down to check on you and make sure you were covered," she told him, then turned to go back upstairs.
Tom sat there for a moment wondering what the hell that was all about. He glanced at the time—it was three in the morning. He lay back down but it was no use trying to get back to sleep. He wondered how his daughter was going to cope with what she'd gone through. He wondered how his ex-wife was going to cope with her guilt. After another hour he gave up on trying to grab more rest. He slipped his pants and shirt back on and wandered into the kitchen to make coffee. That's where Angela found him at five o'clock, sitting at the kitchen table sipping his third cup.
He had to smile ever-so-slightly at the familiar sight of her draped in her robe. Damn, he thought, that old blue rag had to be fourteen or fifteen years old.
"I guess you couldn't sleep either, huh. How long have you been up?" she asked.
"Since about four."
Angela made her way to the coffee pot and poured herself a cup, then sat down across the table. "You don't have a shoot today?"
"Actually I do. I'll have to call Cayla in about an hour and tell her she'll have to do it on her own. It's a small job; just some watches and rings and things for Anderson's. It's all done in the studio and she's pretty good at lighting jewelry so she'll be fine."
"Anderson Jewelers has been with you a long time," she commented, making small talk.
"Yeah, they were one of my first clients."
They sat there silently thinking for a couple more minutes. Angela broke the silence. "Do you think I should take Lana to Dr. Zarkowski's today, or should we skip it till next week?"
"Oh no, don't skip it. She needs all the help she can get right now."
"Okay. What about us? Do you still want to go for counseling?"
"Yeah, why not? Just because Dayton's not going to be here doesn't mean we shouldn't come to some kind of truce for Lana's sake. Why--do you want to stop going?"
"No, no. I just thought...well, I thought the reason you were always so mad was because of Dayton. No, I'm more than happy to keep going."
"Angela, the reason I'm so angry...ah, never mind. Let's wait till Saturday," he said while shaking his head. "No sense in getting into it now. We'll just wind up getting into another argument."
Angela also thought it was a good idea to drop it. She needed his strength, not his anger. She agreed then changed the subject by asking where he was taking them for breakfast.
Just about the time they ran out of small talk they heard the alarm on his cell phone go off. It was still sitting on the coffee table next to his make-shift bed. "Six thirty," he told her. Why don't you get Lana up and going while I take a shower down here?"
She smiled and nodded, silently remembering how they used to take showers together.
An hour later they were all sitting at I-hop having breakfast. "Are you nervous, honey?" he asked Lana.
"A little," she replied. "Will I have to testify in court? I mean...I...I've seen things like this on TV. His lawyer will try and make it look like it was my fault."
"I don't know, honey. I suppose you might have to testify. But if you do there's nothing to be ashamed of, you know that—right? No matter what his lawyer says or asked you simply tell the truth."
"I guess," she mumbled.
Angela put her arm around her daughter and pulled her close. "I know your dad has told you several times already but I too want to tell you how proud we are."
As soon as they were done they headed for the station. They arrived at nine on the dot. Tom had Lana and Angela stay back while he approached the front desk. He gave the sergeant his name and told him why they were there. The sergeant made a quick call and a moment later detective Lobowski came out to greet them with a woman at his side.
"Mr. Hayden," he address Tom with his hand held out, "right on time, that's appreciated. This is Audrey James, the Assistant District Attorney. She's going to be prosecuting your case. And this must be Lana," he said, turning his attention to the young lady standing a few feet away. "I read the report from last night. Officer Jenkins, she's the officer who took your statement, was very impressed with you. And you're Ms. Hayden, nice to meet you; I wish it was under better circumstances. Come on back with me," he said, leading everyone to an interview room in the back of the station.
As they all took their seats, the detective explained that Ms. James would be leading the interview and that everything was being recorded.
Everything was becoming overwhelming for Lana. "Will...will I have to talk about things he did to me? I...I mean, you know—specific things?"
"I'm afraid so," Ms. James replied. "Lana, believe me I know what you're going through. I went through the same thing myself. It is without a doubt the most humiliating and embarrassing thing I ever went through, but you know what?"
Lana shook her head.
"The guy who molested me is still in prison and hasn't been able to hurt any other girls. To this day I can puff out my chest and be proud of that and it makes all the embarrassment I went through, worth it."
Lana took a deep breath and looked into the eyes of the prosecutor. "I'm ready," she said with a slight nod, her voice breaking with emotion.
Detective Lobowski turned the recorder on and introduced everyone in the room.
"Okay, Lana, in your own words I want you to tell me what happened between you and Dayton Cooper. Start at the beginning."
By the time Lana completed her statement, Angela had gone through a half-dozen tissues and had her head leaning into Tom's chest while the tears ran free. Emotions were running high for everyone in the room and Tom now wished he had taken Dayton for that walk.
It was almost eleven-thirty by the time they left. Tom stayed with them until it was time to take Lana for her therapy then took off for the studio. There was still work to do and he couldn't afford to fall behind.
So far, through the whole ordeal, Lana had been able to maintain the brave facade of someone much older than her fifteen years. Her mother walked her into Dr. Zarkowski's outer office, gave her a big hug and told her she would stay right there and wait for her.
Once Lana was alone with the doctor the flood gates opened and that façade came tumbling down. For a solid hour, Lana let it all out; the shame she felt, the humiliation, the fear, the anger, and the feeling of helplessness. She admitted to thoughts of suicide, something she hadn't mentioned during the police interview or told anyone else about. She told the doctor it was Dayton who gave her the marijuana and that she thought she left it in her locker secretly hoping that someone would see it. It was a subconscious cry for help.
Dr. Zarkowski guided her through the process. That's what it was, the process of healing, and this was a good start. When the session was over she accompanied Lana to the outer office and briefly met with Angela for some words of encouragement.
Later that night, mother and daughter sat on the couch and talked for the first time in months. They covered a variety of subjects and Angela knew she was getting her daughter back. As they were about to get ready for bed, Lana became pensive.
"I'm glad dad stayed last night. I felt safe with him here. I really miss him, mom. The house feels so lonely without him. Do you think, now that Dayton is gone, that maybe he'll come back?"
Angela didn't hold any hope of her ex coming back, not after the way she treated him, but she hated to dash the hopes of her daughter. "I don't know, honey. Your father's pretty mad at me and I can't say I blame him. I...ah...I got mad at him and stayed mad for a long time. I still love him very much but some of the things I said—some of the things I did—I think I killed his love for me, honey. I'm so sorry."
Lana wiped away a couple unspent tears from her eyes and quietly went upstairs.
Angela stayed on the couch for a little while, wiping away her own tears.
The following morning Tom met Angela outside the office of Dr. Raddick's. After everything that had transpired he was very concerned for Angela as well as his daughter. "How are you? Get any sleep?"
Angela forced a small smile. "Not much but I'm okay."
"And Lana?"
"She seems better after her therapy session. We actually sat and talked last night. Dr. Zarkowski said she'll being going through an emotional roller coaster for a long time and that we'll need to be patient with her but she also said Lana was a very strong person and made a good start toward recovery."
"That's good to hear," Tom said with a little sigh.
"Tom, Angela, are you ready?" Dr. Raddick was standing in the doorway to his office. Once everyone was settled, Angela kept quiet while Tom explained the events of the last forty-eight hours. The doctor looked at Angela who was sitting with her hands in her lap and just staring at the floor in front of her. "Angela, how do you feel?" he asked.
She brought her head up and looked him in the face. "How do you think I feel? I feel guilty. I feel like a complete failure as a parent, a wife, huh," she scoffed at her own words, "even as a person. I've failed my husband and my daughter. Tom is a good man and a man who loved me. I...I was thinking last night that—oh God—that maybe Tom should have custody of Lana and...and I should just go away." With that her shoulders slumped as she began to cry.
Tom was completely taken by surprise. He knew she felt guilty but he didn't realize the depth of it. "Angie..."
"Excuse me, Tom," interrupted the doc. "Why do you feel you failed as a wife?"
Again she looked at him. "What do you mean...I drove him away didn't I. I drove him out of the house...away from his daughter. He's a good man. A man who loved his family, a man who love me and I destroyed that love. Does that sound like I was a successful wife to you?" she cried.
She turned toward her ex. "Tom, I'm sorry; I'm so sorry I turned into such a bitch. I just wanted to be a bigger part of your world. In the beginning, when you would come home and tell me about what you did that day, I hung on every word, but after you dismissed me like that when I asked about the job, your stories were like rubbing salt into the wounds. I got frustrated, jealous, hell I got to hate your world. I resented the studio and you. I think I started picking fights so I wouldn't have to listen to what a great assistant Cayla was. I talked myself into suspecting you of having an affair, if not with her, with one of your models. I knew I was wrong but I couldn't help myself."
"Angie..."
He was interrupted again by the good doctor. "Tom, please, she needs to get this out...and you need to listen to her. Please, go on, Angela."
"I knew things were getting out of hand—I was getting out of hand. I thought about sitting down and talking to you but I thought, if I initiated it you'd just think I was whining and dismiss me again like you did about the job. I thought if I pushed hard enough you'd be the one who wanted to sit down and talk. I thought I'd have a better chance of you listening to me that way.
"I...I never thought you'd actually stop loving me and just throw in the towel. God, you have no idea what I went through when you moved out. I don't think anyone could know how I felt. I was so lost, so lonely. I hated myself, literally hated myself. I could see how the break up was affecting Lana and knew I was the blame. That's why I had Dayton move in. That's why I'm such a failure as a mother. I did it for me, without giving any thought to him being a possible threat to her. He had a way of making me feel better. I needed that so badly I even convinced myself that I loved him after a while.
"As I look back now, I know it wasn't love, it was need. I needed his praise to offset my own self-loathing. I convinced myself it was love to justify having sex with him. Oh God," she cried out, "now I feel so dirty that I let him touch me. I...I just cringe every time I think about it. I wish I could crawl out of my skin like a snake and just leave it behind."
She wiped her teary eyes with a tissue, then went on. "Till my dying day I will never forgive myself for the two biggest mistakes of my life, driving away the man I love and bringing a pedophile into my house to molest my daughter."
This time Tom didn't care if the doctor stopped him or not. "Angie, you had no idea he was a pedophile. You can't blame yourself for that."
"No?" I'm her mother, Tom. You're not the only one who is supposed to protect her; it's my job to protect her, too. I should have waited. I should have tried to get to know him better before moving him into the house. You knew, or at least you had a feeling. You said it several times, I just didn't listen."



Tom looked at Dr. Riddick. "Okay, doctor, how do we get her to see this wasn't her fault?"
"We're not going to be able to convince her of that, Tom, because in reality it is partially her fault. She knows that and nothing you or I say will convince her otherwise. As you mentioned already, you're not totally without blame either so it's also partially your faulty as well.
"The good news is you both acknowledge it and are willing to share in the responsibility. That's a giant step forward. You need to accept and understand your roles before you can forgive yourself and each other.
"Tom," he said, giving Angela a chance to recuperate a little, "last week, when Angela asked why you so readily dismissed her as a possible assistant, you gave two excuses, money and childcare for your daughter, only one of which was even relevant; I want to know the real reasons."
Tom could feel the guilt rising up from his gut. He knew what the doctor was asking. It was the same thing he thought about after the last session. It took a minute for him to think before answering.
"Yeah, you're right, I have a stake in this too, and I owe Angela an apology. I get very passionate about my work. So much so that evidently I can lose sight of my priorities. I didn't even realize that until last week." He turned to look at Angela. "I thought about what you said...how I acted about the job and I realized you were right. Somehow while I was building the business, it actually became more important than you. I'm ashamed of myself. That never should have happened and I am truly sorry."
The apology was nice but knowing she took a back seat to the studio wasn't a comforting thought for Angela. It just added to her feelings of inadequacy and she cried that much harder.
It was almost time for the session to end but the doctor didn't want to leave it like that. He knew how bad Angela felt and she needed something to cheer her up.
"Tom, Angela, I sometimes give out homework assignments at the end of a session..."
Once again, both Tom and Angela were astonished to find their hour was up.
"...and I have one for you two. It also includes Lana. Angela, I want you to come up with an idea for a special family portrait."
"What?" asked Tom.
Angela's comment was, "huh?"
"A family portrait...of all three of you. Tom, I assume your camera has a self-timer."
"Ah, yeah, I mean, well I have remote triggers. I can shoot from anywhere, but..."
"Good," said Dr. Raddick, interrupting Tom. "Do you work tomorrow?"
"Sunday?" No."
"Excellent, then I want the three of you to go down to your studio tomorrow and take a family portrait. Angela, I don't want to see the three of you sitting on the couch, looking into the camera. I want to see something spectacular, something unique. Can you do that?"
She actually had a smile on her face. "Yeah, I can do that." She turned toward Tom. "What about it? Can we do it?"
"Yeah," he said, getting excited about the idea himself. "Yeah, you're damn right we can do it."
"Okay then it's settled. Next week when you come in I want to see the best family portrait I've ever seen," announced the doctor. "Tom, you of course are responsible for actually taking the pictures but I want it to be Angela's idea...okay?"
"Yup," he answered with a smile.
Rarely were people all smiles when leaving his office but it did happen once in a while. This was one of those times.
"Are you going to follow me to mom and dad's to pick up Lana?" she asked on the way out to the parking lot.
It was his weekend with his daughter. "Yeah, I'll be right behind you."
This time Harry Eurbanic, his ex-father-in-law, was home as well as Lana's grandmother. They had a nice visit and told everyone about the doctor's photo challenge before Tom and Lana left.
Angela stayed behind to visit with her folks a little longer then drove home to start on her homework. Without Dayton it was the first time the house had been empty in a while but she was so preoccupied she didn't even notice. She grabbed several sheets of paper and a pencil and starting writing down ideas and making sketches.
It was still early spring in Chicago but the temperatures had been unseasonably warm. The water would still be cold, very cold, but she was feeling better than she had in a long time--maybe even a little crazy; at least that's what Tom and Lana were going to think when she told them of her idea.
She opened her laptop to 'Google Earth' and searched the lakefront until she found what she was looking for. Angela couldn't keep from grinning as she made out a list of what they would need.
It was almost nine o'clock by the time she called to tell Tom what to wear and to bring a change of clothes; she would bring extra clothes for Lana.
Everything sounded intriguing to Tom but he had second thoughts when she told him what time they had to meet. He made sure he ran it past Lana before agreeing. She was sitting next to him while he was talking. "Honey, your mom says we have to meet her at North Avenue Beach at five o'clock in the morning for that family portrait. I have no idea what she has in mind. Are you okay with that?"
She didn't even hesitate. "Yeah, dad, it'll be fun."
He wasn't too sure about that. Getting up at three-thirty on a Sunday morning wasn't exactly his idea of fun but what the hell. Try as he did to waggle it out of her, Angela would not divulge her idea. She only told him what she thought he'd need in the way of camera gear.
The following day it was still pitch dark when they met at the lakefront. Angela had done her research and knew the facilities had already been opened by the park service for the season. She had Lana change into the clothes and an old pair of sneakers she'd brought, then explained her idea for the shot.
"Let me get this straight. I set the camera up on the pier looking back toward the shoreline and the rocks. We climb up on the rocks and jump into the water?"
"Yeah," she enthusiastically confirmed. "I did all the research just like you would. The sun will come up right over there in just about an hour. I figured that'll give you enough time to set up the camera and the lights and everything. The water's only about three feet deep right there."
"Yeah, but it's cold, Angie."
"Aw, come on, dad, where's your sense of adventure?"
He looked at his smiling daughter. "You want to do this?"
"Yeah, I think it'll be a blast."
"Yeah, if we don't all end up with pneumonia," he mumbled. He looked at his ex. "Who's going to pay for my wireless camera trigger when it gets all wet and shorts out?"
"Oh, here," she said, pulling a plastic zip-lock bag from her purse.
He had to laugh. She'd thought of everything.
"Tom, if you can get the camera on kind of a low angle where it's shooting up a little bit, we can have the skyline behind us," Angela added. "I think it'll really look pretty with the sun shining off all the buildings."
Tom sighed. "Okay," he said with a shake of his head. "I think you're both nuts but if you're game I'm game." He went to work setting up for the shot. The timing was perfect. He was just finishing up as the sun came peeking through the skyline.
When they were all ready they climbed onto the large rocks and held hands with Lana in the middle. Tom held the plastic enclosed trigger to the camera in his other hand. "Okay, you guys. We have to get this right on the first take. I want everyone looking excited and pull your legs up as high as you can when you're in the air. I'm going to shoot when we're at the top of the jump. Everybody ready? On the count of three; one...two...THREE...
Everyone was still laughing and drying themselves off when Lana came up with an idea. "Hey dad, we still have to get breakfast, maybe mom can come with us. Then do you think we could go to your studio and see the picture on your computer?"
He glanced at his ex who had a hopeful look on her face. "Yeah, I guess we could do that. I really don't want to leave my gear in the car anyway. Why don't you meet us at the studio, Angela. I'll drop my stuff off and we can go to the restaurant in one car from there. This early on a Sunday morning, you'll be able to park right in front. When we get back I'll do a quick edit on the shot and make a couple of prints for you."
Angela was thrilled. The whole episode had been cathartic for her. She was happier than she'd been in years. Of course the guilt and sadness would return as soon as it was all over, but for now she just wanted to enjoy herself.
After breakfast they were all excited to see their family portrait. Back at the studio, Tom had already downloaded the file into the software when his cell phone rang. He looked at the display and saw it was detective Lobowski. Not knowing the reason for the call, he walked to the front of the building where he'd have some privacy in case it was bad news.
"Hello, detective, is something wrong?" he asked in a hush tone.
"No, no, Mr. Hayden. I just wanted to bring you up to date on the case, that's all."
"Whew," he sighed. "When I saw it was you, all kinds of things popped into my head. You hear about guys all the time getting out on some technicality."
"I'm sorry; I didn't mean to scare you. Cooper will be arraigned at ten o'clock tomorrow morning. There's no reason for you to be there but I thought you'd like to know. He'll have a bail hearing at two..."
"You think he'll get out on bail?" Tom interrupted.
"No, I doubt it. He's going to appear before judge Wesson. She hates anything that deals with kids. Ms. James, she's the ADA you met, thinks Wesson will set bail at a quarter-mill. He'd have to come up with twenty five grand in cash to get out. Since he doesn't own a home or have any real assets I think he'll be in there for the duration."
That was great news for Tom.
"He still hasn't requested an attorney so she'll appoint one for him but so far I've been able to question him alone. I'm trying to get him to cop to it so Lana won't have to testify."
"O God, that would be wonderful," responded Tom.
"Well, don't get your hopes up too high but he does seem like he wants to confess. Sometimes guys just need to be prodded, you know. He's been talking, he just hasn't come out and admitted to molesting her yet. He did tell me he saw her two years ago at some company picnic you guys were at. He never forgot her and when he found out you and your ex were splitting up, he saw his chance. He's pretty smooth. He knows how to sweet talk a woman but he wasn't interested in your wife. He wanted Lana and knew the way to her was through Mrs. Hayden."
"Two years ago? Shit, she was only thirteen. He's one sick mother fucker," growled Tom. "Excuse my French."
That brought a chuckle from the seasoned cop. "That's okay, I've heard words like that before," he joked.
"So what's your gut feeling? You think he'll confess?"
"Yeah, I do. If I can get one more interview without some bleeding heart lawyer sitting next to him, I think I can get his statement on paper. He's such an arrogant bastard I think he wants to brag. I just have to push the right buttons."
"Well, if you can make that happen, detective, my whole family will be in your debt."
"Only doing my job, Mr. Hayden. Sometimes we get lucky and actually get the bad guys. It's what makes the job worth doing. I'll let you know if there are any more developments." They both said their goodbyes and hung up.
Tom didn't want to get Lana's hopes up but both she and her mother were curious so he did tell them there was a chance that Lana wouldn't have to testify.
He returned to his computer and made a few adjustments to the photo. He enhanced the colors in the sky a little and did just a little retouching to their faces. "There we go, how's that?" he asked, backing up his chair so Lana and Angela could get a closer look.
"Oh dad, that is soooo neat."
"Tom, that's amazing," replied his impressed ex.
"Hey, it was your idea," he said with a smile. "I'll make a few prints," he said, rolling his chair closer again so he could hit the print button.
"This was a really great idea," he told Angela as he handed her a half a dozen, eight by tens. "Next week I'll make a few sixteen by twenties and have them framed. I want one for in here, one for my apartment and I'll give you one for the house."
She thanked him profusely with a hug then said goodbye to Lana before getting in her car and making the drive back home. Angela was able to control herself until she reached the house, then burst out in tears. It had been such a wonderful morning. They had been a family again—if for only a few hours. Now she had to face reality again and reality was loneliness and regret.
The following week was pretty mundane for everyone but Tom. Cayla answered the phone shortly after opening on Wednesday and committed to a meeting later that afternoon.
"Who did he say he was?"
"He said his name was Carl Winslow. That's all he said," explained Cayla.
"He didn't say what it was about?"
"No—just that he and a couple of associates wanted to meet you here this afternoon."
It was two-o'clock on the dot when three men walked into Tom's studio and introduced themselves. Carl was definitely the lead man in the delegation. Tom escorted them back to his office.
"So, gentlemen, what can I do for you?"
"Tom, have you heard of Rhicter and Wright?"
Silly question, thought Tom. You couldn't be in his business for long and not know the name. "Yes, of course. It's an ad agency in New York"
"That's us," Carl quickly confirmed. "We've kept it pretty much under wraps before now but we're opening a branch here, in Chicago and we're interviewing photographers."
"I see," replied Tom. Rhicter and Wright was a big agency but if they were just interviewing photographers he wasn't getting too excited yet.
Carl continued. "Would it be possible for you to give us a tour of your studio, here?"
"Yeah, sure," he said, standing up. "Come with me." He showed them the two dressing rooms and shower before taking them into the shooting area. "I know it's not all that big but it's very well equipped. Everything I have is quality so I get consistent results," he told the three visitors.
After the twenty-five cent tour they congregated back in the office where Carl picked up the conversation again.
"Tom, I'll be honest with you. You've got a great reputation in the business. We've seen some of your work and it's top-notch. We're going to be dealing with three photographers in the area and we'd like you to be one of them."
Okay, this was starting to sound interesting. Tom's heart started beating just a little faster.
"We already have a pretty impressive local clientele waiting for us to open, which will be in about six months. My only concern is that it's just you and one assistant. Will you be able to handle the additional work?" Carl asked.
"Carl, Cayla is capable to handling the work of three," he praised, "but if I need more help I'll hire them."
"Excellent," said Carl as he and the others rose from their chairs.
Tom guessed the meeting was over as they all stretched out their hands to shake. They all exchanged business cards and one of the others gave Cayla more information they would need for billing and tax purposes.
When they were gone Tom and Cayla looked at each other. Jesus, Cayla, Rhicter and Wright is on a whole different playing field than the agencies we've been dealing with. They handle some of the biggest brands in the world."
"I know," she excitedly replied. "We'll have to drop some of our other clients...just keep the cream of the crop."
"No, we're not dropping anyone, Cayla. Some of those guys have been with me since I opened my doors; they've stayed loyal to me, I'm going to stay loyal to them. No, when the time comes I'll hire more help, that's all. We won't see much work from them until next year anyway. If it gets to where we can't handle things from here I'll find a place with more space but I won't drop anybody."
That following Friday Lana had another therapy session with Dr. Zarkowski. After a whole week of not having to be afraid, she was starting to relax a little, and once again, poured her heart out. She was embarrassed but was still able to go into some of the specifics and explain how dirty Dayton's touch made her feel.
Dr. Zarkowski admired the young lady for her strength. The horrific experience would obviously stay with her the rest of her life, but where it might literally destroy some, she was confident that Lana could handle it.
The following day Angela had a wrapped package in her hand when Tom met her in Dr. Raddick's outer office.
"Is that what I think it is?"
She nodded and smiled. "I bought a frame for it."
Before starting their therapy session, Angela made the presentation. "Dr. Raddick, this is for you," she said as she laid the gift on his desk.
"What's this?" he unwrapped it and held it up. "Wow, now this is a great family portrait," he said with a big smile. He brought the photo a little nearer to his face and studied it closer. "This really is amazing. How did you do this?" he asked, looking at Tom.
Tom looked at his proud ex. "You tell him," he said. "The whole thing was your idea." Tom sat back and listened to an excited Angela as she told the doctor just how everything was done. He was stunned at how well she described the way he set his lights and camera angle. She even explained how he fixed a rear light with a yellow filter and aimed it at their backs to enhance the glow from the sunrise.
At that point it wasn't clear who was more impressed, Tom or the doctor.
"Tom is a true professional," bragged Angela. "I knew he'd get a great shot. My biggest worry was whether I could convince him to jump into Lake Michigan. That water was cold."
The doctor looked at Tom who simply raised an eyebrow and cocked his head to one side with a silly grin. "Hey, anything for the shot," he said.
The doctor thanked them both for the gift and praised them for their ingenuity before delving into their regular session. "Tom, last week Angela was very candid about her feelings. I'd like to get that same candor from you. You said," he picked up his tablet and reviewed his notes, "the business actually became more important than your wife. I know it will be difficult for Angela but I want you to elaborate on that. How did that happen?"
"I don't really know," he said. "It...I don't know, it was a slow process. Angela used to show an interest in the studio. She used to ask questions and make comments and suggestions when I was still struggling to build it up. I really appreciated that. It was like we were partners—both sharing the same dream. Then she stopped asking questions. I'd still come home and tell her about things that happened but she stopped being interested. Then we started fighting. I didn't know it was because of Cayla.
"I should have paid more attention when she asked about the job. I don't know why I didn't. I'd already had a preconceived idea of the person I was going to hire. I just...I don't know...she was my wife, I never thought of us working together."
Angela was sniffling again as she listened. "I guess that's understandable," she whimpered. "I just wish you hadn't been callus about it. It was like you were mocking me for even suggesting it. It made me feel irrelevant, like I wasn't even worthy of consideration."
"I'm sorry," he said. "I never ever meant to make you feel like that. I loved you with all my heart. I don't know why I dismissed you like that."
They continued to express their feelings through the hour long session. Before they left, Raddick thanked them both again for the picture and said he would hang it on the wall in the outer office.
Things seemed like they settling down a little for everyone when Tom got a call from Audrey James, the Assistant District Attorney. She asked if he and Angela could come to her office. He checked with his ex and made an appointment.



After the greetings, Ms. James got right to the point. "Mr. and Ms. Hayden, we have two ways we can go on your case. I wanted to talk to you before making a decision. With your daughter's testimony I have no doubt I can get a conviction for statutory rape. The judge really doesn't have any discretion on sentencing. Mr. Cooper will be sentenced to three to five years. He will be eligible for parole as soon as he has served his three years. If he kept his nose clean, most likely he'd get out.
"Detective Lobowski has been trying to get Mr. Cooper to confess. Just about the time we thought he would, his lawyer got involved. Cooper will plead guilty to aggravated criminal sexual abuse. It is a class B felony and carries a mandatory one year sentence with no parole. He will also be put on the Illinois Sex Offender Registry.
"Now I know you'd like to see him go away for as long as possible but I'm thinking of Lana. If I accept his plea he spends a full year behind bars and she doesn't have to testify. I asked you to come because I wanted your input before I make the decision."
Tom and Angela looked at each other. Everyone knew what Tom was thinking. He wanted to see the guy spend the rest of his life behind bars with a cell mate named Bubba, but that of course wasn't an option. "What do you think?" he asked Angela.
She looked back to the ADA. "Do we have to give you an answer this minute?"
"No, but I would need an answer pretty soon--within a day or two?" she replied.
The concerned mother addressed Tom. "I think we should talk to Lana, see what she says. She's the victim. She's the one who'd have to testify."
Tom nodded with a sigh. "Yeah, you're probably right." He looked back at Ms. James. "Would that be okay? We'll talk to her tonight and let you know tomorrow."
"That would fine," responded the lady lawyer. "I'll wait for your call."
That night they sat down with Lana and explained the situation.
"How long would it take if we go to trial?" she asked. "I mean would I have to take time off from school and all that?"
"Ah, well I'm not sure, honey," replied her dad. "I know trials take time. I would assume it would take two or three months to get trial started, then—I don't maybe a three or four days, maybe more."
"But if she takes his plea he goes away immediately...right?"
"I would think so, yes," answered Tom.
Lana sat, just staring at into space while she thought of her options.
"I want to go to trial," she said decisively.
"Are you sure, honey?" Angela wasn't so sure. She hated the thought of her daughter having to go through a trial.
"Yes, mom, I'm sure. I want to get up on the stand and look him in the eye," she replied. I want to look at him straight in the face when I send him to jail."
Tom couldn't have been more proud of his little girl. As promised, the next day he called Ms. James and told her of Lana's decision. She complimented him and Ms. Hayden on raising such a courageous young lady and immediately started the wheels rolling for a trial.
It turned out to be a little easier than Lana and her parents expected. Her testimony was so compelling she didn't leave much for the defending attorney to go after. The jury took only five hours to convict Dayton Cooper on all counts.
It was over!
Well, at least that part of it was over. Lana would still live with the memories, her mother would still live with the guilt, and her father would live with the anger and sense of injustice. With time and the help of therapy, those things would eventually get easier to live with but they would never go away completely.
Tom and Angela continued with their therapy sessions for another four months. With the help of Dr. Raddick they discovered things about each other that they hadn't known previously and they were getting alone great—no fights. He even stayed for coffee sometimes when picking up Lana on weekends.
Lana's problems were a little deeper rooted. On the outside she appeared to be fine, but her torment left feelings of mistrust and shame in its wake. She would be seeing Dr. Zarkowski for a while.
When the Rhicter and Wright agency opened their Chicago branch they asked Tom to come in and meet the ad executives. Two days later he was working on his first shoot for them. It wasn't anything spectacular. He knew they would test him for a while but he and Cayla started putting in longer hours almost immediately.
They really seemed to love his work, but there were no guaranties, no contracts between commercial photographers and ad agencies. They could drop him on a whim if they desired so Tom would wait until he felt more secure with their business relationship before hiring more people.
It was a few months before both parties felt completely confident with the other. Tom was finally called in on a campaign for one of their major clients. This was more than a single ad shot. It was a series of shots that would be used in high-profile ads over a period of time. It was Rhicter and Wright's way of saying, 'you're in.'
Cayla had been putting in some long hours. It was time to sit down and talk to her boss. "Tom, can I talk to you for a few minutes?"
"Yeah, sure, what's up?"
"Tom, don't get me wrong. I really appreciate all the overtime pay and all those impromptu bonuses you've been given me but I've had two dates in the last three months. I love my work but I need some time for myself. Have you given any serious thought to hiring more people; at least one more."
Actually he had. "I do have someone in mind, as a matter of fact," he told her.
That Saturday morning he was all smiles when he stopped by to pick up Lana. As Angela welcomed him inside, Lana heard his voice and yelled down from her bedroom. "I'll be down in a couple minutes, dad."
"Okay, pumpkin," he yelled back. "Hey, bring something nice with you, a nice dress or something."
"Okay."
"Would you like some coffee while you're waiting?" asked Angela.
"Yeah, that would be great."
As Tom sat at the kitchen table, Angela poured him a cup of black gold then took a seat with a cup of her own. "So, have special plans?" she asked.
"Yeah, I landed a new client and I thought we'd celebrate by going to a nice place for dinner tonight--want to go?"
"Me?" she asked, surprise.
"Yeah, I figure you could use a night out."
The truth was she hadn't been out for dinner since Dayton had taken her out shortly after the divorce was final. "Oh, Tom, I would love to go."
"Where are we going," asked Lana as she rounded the staircase and heard them talking.
"I'm taking you and your mother out to a nice restaurant to celebrate tonight. Is that okay with you?"
"Yeah, of course."
"Good, I'll pick you up at seven," he told his ex before he and Lana left for a fun day together.
Angela tried to keep herself busy but she was on cloud nine all day in anticipation of her evening out. She was as nervous and excited as she remembered being on her very first date. Every hour she checked the clock as it slowly crept forward. At five-thirty she decided to start getting ready; after-all, she wanted to look her best. She primped, preened, fixed, and spiffed-up until she was finally satisfied. She knew she had done good when she opened the door and saw her ex-husband's jaw drop to the 'welcome' mat he was standing on.
"Wow, you look stunning, Angie."
"Thank you, kind sir, you look pretty handsome yourself," she replied with a smile.
Both mother and daughter were impressed as he pulled into the valet area of Plato's Place.
"Wow, dad, this is cool," uttered an excited Lana as the valet opened her door for her to step out. Angela waited for the good looking, young man to do the same for her.
After all the troubles over the past year and a half, it felt good for everyone to enjoy a night out as a family...even if it was an illusion. Tom ordered appetizers that they all could munch on while waiting for the main course then initiated some small talk.
"How's work, Angie?"
"Ugh, I wish I could say it was stimulating but it's still the same work I've been doing for years," she replied with a chuckle. "Tell me about this new client of yours. It must be a pretty good one."
He had to smile as she unknowingly led him with the perfect segue. "That it is," he confirmed. "One of the largest and most prestigious ad agencies in New York just opened a branch here in Chicago and I've been working with them. So far they haven't had any complaints and I'm pretty confident that by this time next year I'll be doing double of what I am right now."
Both she and Lana looked at him in minor shock. "Wow, dad, that's great."
"Yes, Tom, congratulations; that's so exciting."
"Yeah, it is. I'll be working on national and world-wide campaigns. We're in the middle of one right now for Rolli watches."
"Oh, Tom, that's wonderful."
"Thanks; it poses some problems though. I'm going to have to hire some more help. It's already gotten too big for just Cayla and me and if it keeps going the way it has been I'll be looking for bigger space next year."
"I'm happy for you, Tom."
"Yeah, me too, dad."
"Thank you, ladies. Cayla's threatening to quit if I don't get some help so I've got to find someone pretty quick. What I'm really looking for is someone who can think outside the box; someone who can come up with fresh, new ideas."
Tom had to keep from laughing. While he was talking, Lana kept pointing to her mother. Angela, of course, was looking at him as he spoke and didn't see her daughter's, not too subtle, signals. Tom smiled and winked. That brought a giant grin to the pretty young lady's face.
Tom continued. "You wouldn't know anyone like that, would you?" he asked his ex.
"Me? I don't really know anyone in your business except you and Cayla," she replied.
"Really? I just thought you might know someone—you know, maybe someone with auburn hair and green eyes. Someone who looks fantastic in black cocktail dress."
It was finally starting to dawn on her. Her eyes widened. "Tom, are...are you asking me to..." she stopped for a second to study his face. She quickly went over what he said in her mind before making a fool of herself. "Are you asking me to come work for you?"
"Well dah, mom. Do you know anyone else with red hair and green eyes?" chimed her smartass daughter.
"I'm not rich but I can give you twenty-five dollars a week more than you're making now. I'm also upping your child support by a hundred a month so that should help as well."
"Are...are you sure? I'm mean, you're not just doing this because of what I said in therapy are you? How much help can I really be?"
"Angie, when I finally decided to hire more help I thought back to our family portrait. Rarely does someone come into the studio and not mention what a great shot that is. I remember how you pushed me, challenged me. Right now I need that, someone who will push me beyond my limits. You'll work from eight till three. That way you can get home about the same time as Lana."
Angela almost knocked over the waiter who was coming with their entrees as she jumped up to hug Tom around the neck. "When do you want me to start?" she asked with excitement.
"Well, when can you start?"
"I should give two weeks notice, Tom. Would that be okay?"
He smiled and nodded.
"Okay, I'll hand my notice in Monday morning." Angela was so excited she could hardly eat.
That Monday Cayla wasn't very enthused when Tom told her who he hired but the more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea and welcomed Angela with open arms on her first day.
Tom needed one more hire. A young, twenty-two year old college graduate by the name of Roger filled the bill to round out his team. It turned out to be a team that Rhicter and Wright would count on more and more in the upcoming months.
It had been over two years since his divorce was final. They all had gone through more hardships and trauma than any one family deserved, but things finally seemed to be working out...except for one of them...
Dayton Cooper was having a hard time in prison. He found the other inmates hated pedophiles almost as much as fathers did. He was shanked the first month he was there and wound up in solitary for his own protection.
Tom's prediction that his business would double in size came to fruition.
Lana was in her junior year of high school and growing into a beautiful, well-adjusted young lady.
Now it was time for Tom to get on with his personal life. Instead of renewing the lease on his apartment he put a down payment down on a wonderful little colonial, three bedroom house surround by a tree laden, one acre lot. Even better was the fact that it was in Lana's school district and not all that far from the other house and her friends. She would be the first to learn of his purchase.
"So what do you think?"
They stood just inside the front door, looking into the empty living room.
"Dad—you bought a house?"
"Yeah, I can't keep living in an apartment all my life. I know it doesn't look like much without furniture but I have five weeks until my lease runs out so I've got time to shop around."
"Dad, it's wonderful," she said while roaming around. "A nice size kitchen, too. How many bedrooms?"
"Three. It also has a full basement. I'm going to finish it and put my office down there. That way you can have your own bedroom and I can keep the other as a guest room."
Tom took his daughter for a tour of the place and let her select which of the two available bedrooms she wanted. She of course picked the one with the two large windows.
"Can I tell mom?"
"I don't see why not."
Lana pulled out her cell phone and took several pictures inside and out.
When Tom dropped Lana off later that night, she couldn't wait to show her mom the pictures. Angela tried to share in her daughter's exuberance but the news of her ex buying a house was like another nail in her coffin. Obviously he entertained no thoughts of ever moving back home or reconciling.
The following Monday, Angela and Cayla were already collaborating on a new concept for one of their smaller clients when Tom walked through the door of the studio.
Angela looked up and smiled. "Congratulations, Tom. Lana showed me pictures of the house you bought."
"You bought a house?" parroted Cayla. "Why didn't you say something? Where?"
"Arlington Hills," he confirmed. "I've always liked that area. I got the place for a steal and couldn't pass it up."
"Why didn't you say something?" asked Cayla for the second time.
"It just didn't come up. I'm still in the apartment until the end of next month so I haven't moved in yet. I want to do some painting and I have a ton of furniture to buy. I'm going to put my bed in the guest room and buy a new one for Lana and another new one for me. It'll take a while before I get it the way I want."
"Got any pictures?" asked Cayla.
He chuckled. "You'd think I would, wouldn't you. No, I don't. I promise I'll take a few shots next time I'm out there. Now, come on, ladies, we have work to do."
Over the next few weeks, Tom went out shopping almost every night. He took Lana out over his weekend with her and let her pick out her own bedroom set. With only three days left on his lease, Tom was moving the last of his stuff from his apartment to the house. The night was still young so he picked up his phone.
"Hello, Tom. Is something wrong?"
"No, why do you think something's wrong?"
"Well, you never call during the week unless you're retuning my call for something. I just wondered."
"Nothing's wrong. I just wondered if you'd like to come over and see the house? I'm taking a few things over there and I if you wanted to meet me I'd give you the twenty-five cent tour. Bring Lana."
"I'd love to see it, Tom, but Lana's at a school function tonight. I have to pick her up at nine o'clock. How far is it?"
"It's ten minutes from you. Got a pen and paper?"
Angela quickly got something to write on and took down the address. He explained how to get there and told her he'd meet her there in half an hour. She beat him by two minutes.
As Tom walked her through the house she did all the right things. She smiled and told him how much she liked this and that, she fawned over a couple pieces of furniture, raved about the fireplace, and tried to be happy for him, but it wasn't working.
The enthusiasm in his voice as he talked about things that still needed to be done, was breaking her heart. They had been getting along so well. They hadn't had a single fight since stopping the therapy sessions. She was so praying that eventually they'd get back together. The last ounce of hope died when he took upstairs to show her the bedrooms.
"A king size bed?" she didn't mean to utter it out loud but she had. "That's a lot of bed for just you, isn't it?" This time she did mean to say it out loud. Unfortunately, she didn't disguise the jealously in her voice very well.
"Well, hopefully it's not just me forever," he replied.
Again, she had to fight back tears. She wanted to just run out of the house and cry her eyes out but she couldn't do that. Not only did she have her dignity to think about but her job as well. She loved it and didn't want to jeopardize it by complicating things.
Tom showed her Lana's bedroom and the furniture their daughter had picked out, then asked her to join him for a cup of coffee in the kitchen. They sat down opposite each other at the little table he had brought over from his apartment. Tom looked a little pensive, like he wanted to say something but wasn't sure if he should. But he had to ask...
"Angela, something's been bothering me for a long time and if we learned anything from Dr. Raddick, it's to bring things out in the open and not assume or let our suspicions fester...right?"
This sounded like bad news. Angela wasn't sure how much more she could take. Apprehensively she answered. "Yeah, I guess."
"Okay, then I have to ask, I know you said in therapy that you weren't sleeping with Dayton or anyone else before our divorce, was that true? Because I have to tell you, I really thought that's what all the fights were about."
"So help me, Tom. With all the problems we were having, I never even thought of cheating on you. It just never even occurred to me. I..." she stopped for a moment to gather her thoughts. "I think I was probably so mad at you all the time that I projected that anger to men in general. I know the men at work kept away from me for a long time while we were having our troubles. It wasn't until you left...it...left such a hole. That's when Dayton saw his chance. Hell, I'd never even so much as had coffee with him before that...honest."
Angela was getting nervous as Tom quietly sat, thinking over what she said. What seemed to her like an hour of silence was actually only a few seconds.
"I believe you," he told her. "I really wish we had gone to therapy before getting divorced. We probably wouldn't be where we are today—two years down the drain; two years of hurt and anger, what a waste."
This was the first time, at least in her presence, that Tom had shown any remorse. Could she dare pray for a smidgen of hope, or would she just open herself up for another downfall? A million things ran through her mind. What should she say?
Tom put her out of her misery. "Want to try again?"
Suddenly her heart felt as if it would leap from her chest. "Did I hear you right? Did you just ask...what...to get married again?"
"Over the last few months you've turned back into the woman I first fell in love with. Almost nightly I've gone home after working with you and gone over things in my mind. I've recognized the same traits in your personality as you had when we were younger, the same traits that made you so enduring. This is not a decision I've made lightly. I've given it a lot of thought," he told her, emphasizing the word, lot.



"I thought of just asking you and Lana to move in but I'm not going to have my daughter's parents living in sin," he responded with a smile. "Yes, Angela Hayden, will you marry me?"
She was so overwhelmed she almost forgot to answer. "Tom, I am so sorry for everything I put us through. I will spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you and Lana. I..."
He couldn't wait any longer. "So is that a yes?"
"Oh—yes, of course it's a yes! Oh my God, yes, yes, yes!" Angela jumped from her chair and almost tackled her new fiancé.
He stood, took her in his arms, and for the first time in over two years, they shared a passionate kiss.
Angela wanted to consummate things before he changed his mind. She looked into his eyes and saw the love she thought she had lost forever. "You know that big bed of yours really needs to be broken in," she said in a seductive voice.
Tom glanced at his watch. "You have to pick up Lana at nine o'clock, hon. That barely gives us time to get our clothes off."
"Don't move," she told him, placing a peck on his lips. Angela hurried to her purse in the living room and took out her phone. "Hey mom, can you pick Lana up at the school in forty-five minutes? Yeah, she'll be coming out by the gym door. Yeah—hey, would I be pushing it by asking if she could stay the night? I'll tell you later but it's good news and it involves Tom...yeah," she said with a chuckle. "Thanks, mom. I'll talk to you later...yeah, bye...love you too, mom."
Angela threw her phone back into her purse and looked at her fiancé with a big grin. "Now, as you were saying..."
They both took off upstairs. She was in front of him as they neared the doorway to the master bedroom. "Hold it," Tom demanded.
Angela stopped and turned around to look at him warily. Tom approached, put his right arm around her back, his left arm behind her knees, and scooped her up. Without a word, he carried her over the threshold and set her down on the bed. His gallantry brought her back to their wedding night. She remembered how her heart pounded and swelled with love...just like it was at that moment.
Her eyes glistened with tears of joy. Tom reached down with a finger and gently wiped them away.
"I've never stopped loving you, Tom; not from the moment I first saw you stick up for Mary Ellen Hunter when they called her fat in high school. That's when you became my knight in shining armor."
"Mmmm, Lady Guinevere," he whispered as he nuzzled her neck.
"Yes, my Lord," she answered with a breathy voice.
"Shut up."
"Yes, my Lord."
Tom hadn't been a monk over the last couple of years. He'd had several dates that ended with erotic pleasures of the flesh but he'd never found anyone that was more than simply companionship or a good roll in the hey.
Angela gasped as she felt his touch. She closed her eyes and let the erogenous sensations carry her away to her own personal euphoria. Until that moment she hadn't realized how much she longed for the passion of this man's soul. Every touch, every little kiss, every sensual contact was charged with devotion.
The anger and pain that had plagued their relationship simply melted away with every stroke of his love. With her eyes closed tight, her head thrown back, and her body arched to meet each penetration, Angela gripped the surrounding sheets with all her might and screamed with rapture.
Still hard and not having come himself yet, Tom pulled out and waited before using his tongue to tease and manipulate her engorged clit.
"Oh my God," rung out again and again, until he slipped his love tool into her again. This time they came together.
It was several minutes before either could speak. Angela broke the erratic respiratory tempo of her breathing long enough to ask a question between gasps for air. "Tom, obviously we're going to live here. What'll we do with the other house?"
"Sell it. There's too many bad memories in that place for everyone. I want to start fresh...all of us. Lana will still go to the same school but she won't have to go home and be reminded of being molested every day and you won't have to be reminded of living with the man who did it—besides, my bed would never fit in the bedroom over there and I'll never sleep in that other bed again."
Angela realized that he didn't buy the house for himself, he bought it for them, all of them—his family. "I love you, my knight in shining armor."
Tom's grin was so wide it hurt his cheeks. "I love you too, Lady Guinevere."
The next morning they drove over in the same car to pick up Lana. Angela's mom waited all night to hear the news. Something good pertaining to Tom was all she got from her daughter the night before. Angela's parents and Lana were all sitting down for breakfast when she and Tom walked in wearing two very big smiles.
They were a little surprised to see Tom. "Hi, kids," Eileen greeted them. "Are you guys hungry? There's plenty, I'll make you some," she said, starting to get up.
Tom quickly spoke up. "You sit and enjoy your breakfast, mom. Honey, have a seat," he said, pulling a chair out for Angela. "I'll make us some eggs."
Angela's parents, along with Lana sat in stunned silence. Angela smiled as she looked at everyone's astonished faces. "Oh, didn't I tell you, we're getting married again."
Pandemonium broke out with yells and screams of happiness. Lana jumped up from her seat and hugged her mom with all her might then ran to her dad and did the same to him.
Angela's father broke out in a laugh. "I knew you guys couldn't stay mad forever, I just knew it!"
"Where are we going to live?" Lana asked.
"In your dad's house," her mother responded.
Lana replied with an enthusiastic, "Good."
*
It was a small wedding. Angela's father walked her down the aisle. Lana was her maid of honor.
Lana continued with therapy until she graduated high school. The new environment of college acted as continued therapy as she met new friends and found a guy she would eventually fall in love with and marry.
Although she never talked about it again, Angela would never fully forgive herself for not recognizing Dayton for what he really was, but thank God, Tom did. Their love only grew deeper.
The End.



        Picture of Betrayal

        It was just supposed to be fun; her own little fantasy.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/picture-of-betrayal

Title: Picture of Betrayal

Author: laptopwriter

Category: Loving Wives

Description: It was just supposed to be fun; her own little fantasy.

Tags: photographer, divorce, cheating, fantasy, models, legends day




Copyright © 2017
NOTE: To keep things relatively realistic, I sometimes use terms that are common to the photographic and arts industry but may not be understood by others. In this story I use, "TFP." The literal translations is; "Time For Prints." Now days, of course, we rarely make prints anymore, we make digital images but the term has stayed the same.
It means exchanging services with others in the trade. If a model wants to update her portfolio with a certain look or revise it with new pics, she can call a photographer and ask if he's interested in working with her/him on a "TFP" basis. The end result is that the photographer gets new images that he can use for self-promotion and display and the model gets the images for his/her portfolio.
The same trading system is used for other professionals within the industry as well; make-up artists, hair stylists, set designers, wardrobe consultants, Photo retouchers, etc.
I also talk about "Composite Cards," or (Comp Cards.) These are 8X5 ½ cards that show several shots of a model along with her measurements and sizes. They are sent out to photographers and advertising agencies by modeling agencies to advertise their models.
***
Picture of Betrayal
Some of my friends think I have the most glamorous job on the face of the earth and I have to admit, some days I feel that way myself; this was not one of those days, however.
I'm a commercial photographer and I love it. I wouldn't have any other job in the world, but every once in a while I have to remind myself of that.
I was supposed to be on Peoria's, picturesque river front, shooting two beautiful models for "Feminine Classics," a woman's clothing line. Instead I was in my car heading north on I-55 about an hour from my home in Arlington Hills, a little suburb about twenty-five miles northwest of Chicago.
I had scheduled three full days for the shoot and thought everything was all lined up. I had gone down on the weekend prior to scout out locations and make notes as to what direction the sun would be shining at different times of the day. The models were two of the client's favorites. One was being flown in from New York and the other from Atlanta. Both should have been waiting for us but when we got there neither had arrived yet. A call into the model agency gave us the explanation. The ad agency's account rep had his assistant schedule the girls and he gave them the wrong dates.
I tried calling some of the local models I use from Chicago but nobody could block out three days of shooting on such short notice; we were screwed. The client wasn't about to pay everyone to hang around and enjoy Peoria's hospitality for three days so we all packed up and headed home.
At first I was pissed. I'm self-employed. If I'm not working I'm not making money and now I was looking at three days of sitting around, doing nothing. There was no way I was going to be able to schedule anything as a fill in.
I was just turning onto I-355 for the last leg of my journey home when it hit me, why waste the rest of the week doing nothing. It was only Wednesday afternoon. I still had all day Thursday and Friday. I could make it a four day weekend. My wife, Stacy, and I hadn't really had a vacation or gone anywhere in a while. The sky was blue, there was no rain in the forecast, and I was starting to dream about a quiet little hide-a-way someplace for just the two of us.
My mind started to wander. I pictured us sitting on a private balcony somewhere, sipping a glass of wine and watching a beautiful sunset. As the shadows reached out further from their roots, my lovely wife would stand, and with a pull from her slender fingers, undo the bow around her neck letting the sheer nightgown she adorned, sensually slip to her feet. Now, wearing only a smile, she moves with sultry perfection and kneels by my side. She licks her tantalizing lips as she slowly unzips my pants and reaches in to claim her prize.
I close my eyes and lay back as I feel her tongue salaciously glide from the base of my steel-like cock to its tip. I can hear myself moaning; feel my breathing getting deeper...
My aching dick actually awoke me from my daydream. I had gotten a raging hard-on from my amatory meanderings. The problem was my cock was not in a spot that allowed its growth. I had to maneuver into a position where I could adjust myself—not easy while lashed in with a seatbelt, doing seventy-five miles per hour with traffic all around. The skin was stretched so tight it hurt. If someone passing had a high cab truck where they could look down into the SUV it would have been embarrassing. I finally found relief.
I put my mind in search mode and tried thinking of places we could go on the spur of the moment. The problem was, I didn't just want to go to some hotel or motel someplace, I wanted something intimate and romantic.
I was still racking my brain as I pulled into my garage. It was almost dinner time. I figured Stacy would be in the kitchen. You can hear the garage door go up and down from anywhere on the first floor so I wondered why she wasn't standing in the doorway asking why I was back.
She must be upstairs, I thought as I came in through the empty kitchen. You can't hear the garage door at all from up there. I was just on my way to surprise her when I heard what sounded like high heels hit the tiled hallway at the bottom of the staircase. I rounded the corner to see her standing in front of the mirror.
The vision of loveliness before my eyes stopped me dead in my tracks. She had obviously been to the hair stylist; beautiful full-body waves of silky strawberry-blond hair hung casually over her shoulders. A pearl necklace, the one I gave her for our anniversary, hung around her long, smooth neck and her make-up was impeccable.
The proverbial little black cocktail dress she barely wore was a good four or five inches above her knees and to finish the ensemble she was wearing a pair of black silk stockings with some kind of pattern running through them. A pair of black, four inch heels were what I'd heard announcing her presence.
About the time my mouth dropped open she saw my reflection in the mirror. She literally shrieked. "Shayne! What are you doing home?"
Even from where I was standing, I could see the terror in her face looking back at me through the glass.
"I have a better question, where the hell are you going dressed like that?"
I really caught her by surprise. She stammered all over the place but the best she could come up with was, "I...ah, the girls, honey. I was just going out with the girls."
She had to know how ridiculous it sounded before the words even left her mouth.
"The girls like hell," I fired back. I was so angry I must have had flames shooting from my eyes. "Answer me, damn it! Where the hell were you going and who the fuck is your date?"
She just froze, standing there in a daze, looking scared. Her mouth was open but nothing was coming out.
I spotted her small evening bag on the table by the front door. She evidentially laid it down there to make her final, 'do I look good,' check in the hallway mirror before leaving.
"We'll just see," I declared walking in her direction.
She must have been terrified. She knew damn well I'd never strike her or any woman but she flinched as I reached past her and grabbed the little purse.
"What...what are you doing?"
"I'm checking your phone. We'll just see who lover boy is," I snarled.
"Wait...please Shayne...don't," she begged. "It was a mistake...please..."
I could see her mascara starting to run. In a panic, she tried to grab for the purse but was too slow.
"You try that again and so help me, I'll..." I growled through clinched teeth. I didn't finish the statement because I really wasn't sure what I'd do. Like I said, I'd never hit a woman; however, my voice was so full of anger and malice I know it scared the hell out of Stacy because she retreated back, against the wall.
When I opened the purse I saw one of the reasons for my wife's panic, in addition to her phone, there was also a box of Trojans. I looked back at her with what I can only describe at that moment as disgust.
Stacy looked like she wanted to cry but her fear wouldn't let the tears fall.
I pulled out her phone and threw the bag on the floor. I immediately scrolled through her call log. She had obviously been deleting her call history, but since I wasn't supposed to be home for the next three days, she hadn't bothered with the last few. The first call was to her friend, Joan; the third to her best friend, Gwen Carlson, but the one in the middle was Joe Wexler. He and his wife, Doris, were supposedly friends of ours.
It was certainly no smoking gun; one call wasn't enough to go around making accusations so next I checked for text messages. Even though she deleted the history there as well, there were several messages made during the day that were to and from Wexler. They started a couple hours after I left in the morning. The last one was posted an hour before I got home.
Stacy: Hey lover, hubby is gone. R U sure U can't come by now? I'm still in bed and I am naked.
Wexler: Damn, stop teasing me, gorgeous. U know I can't take the day off. Besides, I thought you said I couldn't come to the house.
Stacy:Hee, hee, I am just teasing you.
Wexler: I will see you soon. Doris thinks I'm going out of town so we have all night.
Stacy:Did you book the room yet?
Wexler: Yes, at the country hills motel. It's right across the street from the restaurant.
Stacy:I hope it has a king sized bed, or should I say play pen.
Wexler:Yes, I made sure it does. ;-)
The next text came from Wexler about four o'clock.
Wexler:Damn, this day is dragging. I can't wait to get inside that sweet pussy.
Stacy:Mmmm, me neither, lover. I bought a new dress just for you.
Wexler:Really? I hope it is designed to come off quickly.
Stacy:There's not much of it to take off. Besides, U haven't had any trouble in the past.
Wexler: Tease! I should be getting out of here right on time. I'll meet you at 6 at the restaurant.
Stacy: I'll be there, lover.
I looked at my watch. It was five-thirty. Country Hills Motel...I knew I had seen it but I couldn't remember where. Just as I started for the computer in my office, Stacy found her voice.
"Wait! Shayne, what are you going to do? Please, let me talk to you. I...I'm sorry, it didn't mean anything, honest. It was just supposed to be a little fun. Please don't do anything rash."
I ignored her pleas but thought of what she said while I continued to my office. Fun, huh? Well I hope they had their fun because from here on in, it's going to be anything but...
I still had her phone in my hand as I bent over my computer desk and typed the name of the motel. As soon as I saw the address I knew exactly where it was. It had been a Sheridan but was bought out about a year prior. Good old Joe was about to get the surprise of his life.
I walked back out to the living room where I threw Stacy's purse. She was still following me, begging me to sit and talk to her. I reached down and took her car keys then went into the kitchen and literally ripped the phone off the wall.
"Shayne, what are you doing?" screamed Stacy. Her tears were pouring down her cheeks by then. With all the mascara streaking down her face, she looked like a clown in the circus.
"Making sure you can't call lover boy to warn him," I snarled.
"Warn him? Shayne what are you going to do? Please honey, please don't do anything stupid."
By the time she finished her sentence I was well on my way to the upstairs bedroom. I grabbed the phone from the nightstand and gave it a good yank, pulling the cord out of the wall and tearing the connector in half.
"Shayne, please stop," she beseeched, "you're scaring me."
I thought, good! Maybe she'll think twice before she cheats on her next husband. I couldn't think of anymore I could do. I knew she could probably run to a neighbor's house and use their phone but I was gambling she didn't know his number by heart. With today's cell phones, who memorizes phone numbers these days; and besides, how would she tell her lover that her husband was on the way to kick his ass, in front of a neighbor?
She followed me all the way to my car yapping hysterically in my ear, but I had tuned her out by that time. All I could think about was what I was going to do to Joe Wexler. I saw Stacy on her knees in the middle of the drive with her face buried in her hands as I backed out. For just an instant my rage subsided and I woefully wondered why she would cheat on me. Was Wexler more of a man than I was? That's when my anger came back and I thought, I guess we'll find out shortly.
There was still a lot of rush hour traffic and it was quarter after six by the time I was pulling into Plato's Place, the restaurant right across the street from the Country Hills Motel.
I parked the car and was headed for the front door when Stacy's phone buzzed with a text:
Wexler: U R late. I hope everything is ok.
"No, everything is NOT okay," I yelled as I streaked past the innocent hostess and into the restaurant.
Wexler's head jerked around toward my voice. His eyes looked like they were going to pop out of his head when he saw me taking long strides in his direction.
"Shayne!" he blurted out in a panic. He tried to quickly stand up but his heel must have caught on something because he stumbled backwards; both the chair and the asshole who was sitting on it, wound up tumbling to the floor with a conspicuous crash.
There was fear in his eyes when he looked up into my face. He tried scooting in retreat on his butt. Huh, so much for being a better man than me, I thought.
"Hey, what's going on?" I heard someone yell from a distance but I paid no attention. I was focused on lover boy.
"W...Wait...Shayne, don't do anything crazy," he sputtered while clumsily getting to his feet.
That was all I was waiting for. I grabbed the lapel of his sport coat with my left hand while drawing back with my right. He tried putting his hands up to block the punch but was too slow. I heard some women scream as my fist caught him hard against his left cheekbone. Luckily for him, and probably me too, the guy at the table behind him was getting up to intervene and was able to break Wexler's fall to the hardwood floor. At the same time I felt hands grabbing at me from every direction.
"The mother fucker is sleeping with my wife," I yelled.
"Okay, okay, maybe he deserves it, but not in here," I heard someone say.
I knew the fight was over, at least for the time being. Some of the hands that restrained me let go when they felt me start to relax. I looked down and saw Joe had set his phone down on the table after his last text. Most of the eyes were on him as he bounced around with his hands up to the side of his face, moaning like a little girl. The phone was just like mine. I picked it up and stuck it in my pocket.
One of the guys who had grabbed me was now concentrating on dip-shit. I assumed he was either the bartender or the manager by the way he took charge. He yelled for someone named Eddie to call the police.
When I looked around I realized no one was paying any attention to me, everyone was too concerned with lover boy, so I turned around and simply walked out. I knew it would be just a matter of time before the cops came for me but I had something else to do before they nabbed me...ruin Joe Wexler's life!
I walked briskly to my car. Once inside and out of sight, I took Wexler's phone from my pocket and dialed his home number. Of course Doris thought it was her loving husband calling.
"Hi honey, I thought you'd be on the plane by now. Is everything okay?"
"Joe isn't on any plane, Doris. He's not even going out of town. He's at a restaurant called Plato's Place where he was supposed to meet my wife. They've been having an affair," I bluntly announced.
"What! Who is this," she screeched. "I don't believe you, whoever you are."
"This is Shayne Burke, Doris, and I'm afraid it's true." I heard her gasp. Just then I got a signal from call waiting. I was going to ignore it but the number looked familiar. I had a gut feeling so I acted accordingly. I told Doris to hold on a second and hit the flash button then quickly flicked back and hit the flash button again, successfully setting the phone for a three way conference call. Stacy's voice came through loud and clear...
"Joe, Joe, get out of there, NOW. Shayne came home early and caught me as I was leaving. He knows, Joe. He's coming for you. Get out of th..."
"YOU BITCH!" screamed Doris from the other line. "YOU FUCKING BITCH. I'LL TEAR YOUR FUCKING HEART OUT! YOU WANT HIM SO BAD YOU CAN HAVE THE BASTARD!"
There was a brief pause before Stacy realized she was talking to Doris...
"No, NOOO..." cried Stacy.
I could hear her starting to break down in tears again. I heard someone else in the room with her. My suspicions were that it was Gwen, Stacy's best friend. I checked her number on Stacy's phone; it matched the number she was calling from. She lives about three miles down the road from us. Stacy must have walked down there to use her phone because she didn't want any of our neighbors to know what she did. Also, all of us being in the same circle of friends, Gwen most likely had dip-shit's phone number.
The line went dead as Stacy sobbed in the background.
I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. My mind went into overdrive going over the events of the last hour...two families destroyed, just like that. Stacy and I didn't have any kids yet but Joe and Doris had a son.
My vision was getting cloudy as I stared out the windshield and started to ask myself the infamous question all guys ask themselves in that situation...why? I thought she was happy, what went wrong?
A couple of tears broke free and dropped to my cheeks then continued their journey down my face. I loved her; I loved her with all my heart. How could she betray me this way? I'm not sure how many times I asked myself the same questions but it didn't matter, I wasn't going to find the answer anyway.
I was still sitting there when I heard sirens coming around the corner. A few seconds later, three squad cars pulled up to the entrance of the restaurant.
Shit, I thought, it sure didn't take them long. I sat for a minute trying to decide what to do. Hell, I was sure Joe would tell them who I was. They'd just come to my house to arrest me anyway, might as well face the music.
The problem was my car. I still had my photography equipment in it and I wasn't about to leave it in the lot or let them tow it to some impound yard. I pulled out my own phone and called Marcy, my assistant. She used my car to run errands and had her own set of keys. She had been in Peoria with me and had just gotten home. I hated to do this to her, I knew she was tired after the long drive but when I told her the situation she sprang into action like a trooper.
She told me she'd be at Plato's in half an hour; then she'd leave her car in the lot and drive mine home. I gave her the code so she could put it in the garage. When she was done she'd take a cab back to her car and put the cost of the cab on her expense account. Sometimes I have no idea what I'd do without her.
Since the car issue was resolved I had no more excuses. I walked back into the restaurant. With three squads parked in front, I expected to see the place swarming with cops but everything appeared normal. I looked around and saw a guy pointing at the bar.
"They all went in the back," he told me.
I nodded my head to acknowledge his help and walked behind the bar and down a short hall to a door that read, 'office.' I could hear voices from inside. I knocked.



"Yeah," I heard someone yell.
Inside the office was the guy who had grabbed me before. Now I was sure he was the manager. In addition were three cops, and Wexler. Shit-head was sitting in a chair holding an icepack to his cheek. From what I could see, it was already badly swollen and turning purple.
You should have seen the expression on everyone's face when I walked in.
"I just found out he's sleeping with my wife," I announced. "I guess I went a little crazy."
"Is this the man who assaulted you, Sir?" one of the cops asked.
Before the asshole had a chance to answer, the manager chimed in. "Yeah, that's him."
"Mr. Wexler, do you wish to file charges?" asked the same cop. He must have outranked the other two. He seemed to be asking all the questions.
Wexler still hadn't said anything. I think he was wondering how he could keep all this from his wife. I thought I'd put that idea right out of his head. He looked up at me as I started to speak.
"If you're worried about Doris finding out, she already knows," I said, tossing his phone to him.
Instinctively he caught it with his right hand. When he recognized it he bent over in the chair and started to bawl like a baby. If I didn't loath the S.O.B. so much, I could have almost felt sorry for him.
"Mr. Wexler..." the cop started to ask him again.
"No, no," wept asshole shaking his head from side to side. He had his face buried in his hands.
The cop looked up at the manager. "What about you? He created a disturbance in your restaurant. You want to charge him with disturbing the peace?"
I'm pretty sure the manager was on my side because immediately he declined to press any charges.
The cop then turned to me. "Sir, may I see some I.D.?"
I pulled out my wallet, removed my driver's license, and handed it to the man in blue. He took a notepad out of his shirt pocket and copied down my information.
Once he was done he focused his attention on Wexler again. "Sir, I strongly suggest you go to the ER and have that looked at. You should have an X-Ray done. You could have a broken jaw, there."
My nemesis was still crying as he shook his head and mumbled he was okay.
I got a look at the cop's name plate as he turned and handed my license back to me.
"Okay, since nobody's pressing charges you can go for now, but don't go too far. If Mr. Wexler is badly hurt things could change," said officer Dolby.
"Yes Sir," I said taking my license and sticking it back into my wallet.
"Mr. Burke, you seem to have a propensity for violence, how is Mrs. Burke?"
I knew he was just doing his job but officer Dolby was starting to piss me off.
"I don't have a propensity for violence," I responded sharply. "Mrs. Burke is just fine. I would never hit a woman under any circumstances. But if you think I'm such a bad guy, you try coming home to find your wife all dressed up with rubbers in her purse, ready for a date with one of your friends. See how you react."
"Okay," he replied. "I get it, but you're lucky. You could be in a hell of a lot of trouble right now. I'd advise you to calm down and talk to your wife. Maybe things aren't as bad as you think they are."
I chuckled at the cop's attempt at marriage counseling and thanked him with a snicker. As I turned to walk out, the manager spoke up.
"Mr. Burke, I don't want to see you in here again."
"That's fine with me," I snarled back. I was making friends fast, I could tell.
As I walked out to the parking lot I replayed the cop's words in my head. I was pretty lucky, at that. I could very well be on my way to the hoosegows about now. I guess I'm also lucky that guy jumped up and caught asshole before he went down too hard. He could have busted his head open on the floor and I would be in real trouble. Still, I thought, if I had it to do over again I'd do the same damn thing. The mother fucker deserved it.
I got halfway down the row of parked cars before discovering yet another problem. This just wasn't my day...my car was gone!
The first thing that popped into my head was that someone stole it with all my gear inside. Then I remembered my call to Marcy. Shit! She got there faster than I thought she would. I looked around and sure enough, on the other side of the aisle was Marcy's ten year old Chevy. Now what?
I reached for my phone but couldn't do it. I knew how tired she had to be and to call her back and let her know it was all for nothing just didn't seem like a nice thing to do. I looked behind me...no way. I wasn't going back into that damn place even it was to just to call for a cab.
I looked across the street. There, standing six stories tall and coated in green and white paint was another major player in my wife's betrayal...the Country Hills Motel.
I immediately pictured my wife and that son-of-a-bitch of a loser, romping around naked in one of the rooms. I really didn't want to set foot in the place any more than I ever wanted to see the inside of Plato's again.
This was crazy, I told myself. It's irrational. I can't very well hold a building accountable for what goes on inside its walls. I crossed the street and entered through the front door...just the way I suspected my wife and her lover would have done if that stupid assistant hadn't screwed up the shoot.
I walked up to the front desk and was immediately greeted by a young, exceptionally pretty girl. "Yes Sir, may I help you?"
"Yeah, do you have the number of a cab service I could call, please?" I asked.
"Of course; would you like me to dial it for you, Sir?"
Funny how sometimes the slightest little gesture can affect a person's attitude. To her it was the simplest of helpful services that came with her job, for me it was the nicest thing anyone had said to me all day.
A smile actually broke across my lips as I answered her. "That's very kind of you, thank you..." I glanced at her name pin, "Alecta. Wow, pretty name."
"Thank you," she replied as she dialed the phone with a small smile.
The cab dropped me off in my drive. I hit the code on the garage door and checked to make sure my car was there safe and sound. It was.
I had no idea what to expect when I walked into the house. Would Stacy be there or not? Hell, I had no idea what would happen from one moment to the next. I'd never been in a situation like that before; I'd never felt like that before.
That's when reality started to set in. For the past couple of hours I had been functioning on pure adrenaline but suddenly things were starting to hit me. My wife, the woman I loved with all my heart, my friend, my lover, was cheating on me. My knees became weak. I had to sit down on the steps leading into the house before I fell down.
I took some deep breaths and sat there until I got my bearings again. I walked into the kitchen from the laundry room that joins the house and garage. The first thing I did was look for coffee, there was none made. Of course, I thought, she wasn't expecting you home, remember dummy, why would she have made coffee. I was filling the pot with water when I felt a presence. I looked toward the doorway to the living room. "Gwen, what are you doing here? Where's Stacy?" She had obviously gotten the key to our house from my wife.
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to walk in on you. I didn't see your car and didn't think you were here. Stacy gave me the key and asked if I'd pick up a few things for her. She's afraid to come home, Shayne. She's scared to death," responded my wife's best friend.
"That's bullshit. I've never raised my hand in anger to her or any other woman. She knows damn well I'd never hit her."
"She's not afraid of you hitting her, Shayne, she's afraid of what you'll say to her."
"Good, that's fine with me. Just keep her at your place until I can pack and get the hell out of here," I growled.
"Shayne, please don't do anything rash. She..."
"Rash, stupid, crazy...everybody's so damned worried, telling me how I shouldn't be reacting to my wife sleeping with another man. Tell me, Gwen, just how am I supposed to act? I'd really like to know because I never thought I'd ever be in this situation...never!"
Gwen lowered her head, walked over to one of the kitchen chairs and sat down. "Can I have a cup when it's done?" she asked.
"Of course," I said as I tossed in the last scoop of grounds and turned the maker on. I walked over and sat in the chair opposite Gwen. Now that most of the excitement was over, depression was starting to set in.
"I don't understand. Three days—I was supposed to be gone three lousy days; she couldn't keep her legs closed for that long? Why? Why would she flush our marriage down the toilet like that? Was I so bad a husband?"
"Shayne she wouldn't be so devastated if you were a bad husband. The reason she called Joe in such a panic wasn't for his benefit, she was worried about you, about what you'd do, how much trouble you could get yourself into. She said she'd never seen anyone so angry."
"Yeah? Well it sure as hell wasn't me she was all dress up for and I'll bet it wasn't me she was thinking about while she was fucking Joe Wexler."
Gwen had nothing to say to that. What could she say?
I sat and just stared at the floor for a few minutes while waiting for the coffee to get done. Then it occurred to me, I could be sitting with a collaborator.
"Gwen did you know about this? Did you know she was having an affair?"
"No Shayne; honestly, I knew nothing about it until today."
I was still suspicious. Hell, my wife lied to me, what makes me think her best friend would tell me the truth.
Gwen could see the skepticism in my face. "You don't believe me, do you?"
"I don't know what to believe anymore, Gwen. Maybe you should leave; just get what you came for and go. I don't feel like company right now anyway."
I know she was a little shocked. Under normal circumstances I'm about the friendliest guy around.
"Shayne, don't let this change who you are. I've never..."
"It's already changed who I am," I barked back. "I haven't punched anyone since the fifth grade until today, and you know what; I enjoyed hitting that bastard."
"You hit him? You hit Joe?"
"You're damn right I hit him. If we'd been alone I would have beaten him to a pulp and loved every minute of it."
"Ar...are you going to get arrested?"
I noted a bit of true concern in her voice. "I don't think so, at least not right now. The cops came but Wexler said he wasn't preferring charges. Who knows, he might change his mind later—I don't know."
"I feel sorry for Doris and their son," she looked me in the eye, "and obviously you too. I don't understand what Stacy was thinking."
"Yeah, well if you ever find out let me know too, will you. I still can't believe this is happening. My whole world was turned upside down today, Gwen, my whole fricking world." I didn't want to talk anymore.
"I'm sorry, Gwen. If you didn't know about Stacy's affair then I apologize, but if I ever find out you knew about it, I swear I'll never speak to you again for as long as I live. Now, please just go for now. I'm sorry, I just want to be alone."
Gwen looked sad as she got up from the chair. "Okay, let me go upstairs and grab some things for her and then I'll go."
With a spit and a gurgle, the coffee pot was completing its job, miraculously turning simply tap water into that magic elixir just as Gwen returned, carrying one of Stacy's small suitcases.
"Shayne, I uh...what do you want me to tell Stacy? Can she come home?"
"No! I don't want to see her, I don't want to talk to her, I don't want to have anything to do with her right now. Keep her at your place, or..."
I couldn't think.
"I don't know--she has a credit card, let her go stay in a motel for a couple of days if you don't want her. Tell her she can come home Friday night."
"You won't be here then, will you?" Gwen asked.
"No, I'll probably move into the back room of the studio temporarily, at least until I can find an apartment."
I walked a glum looking Gwen to the door.
"Look, Gwen, I'm sorry for flying off the handle like that but this has really thrown me for a loop. I love Stacy with everything that's in me. I never ever thought of her doing something like this. It's something I'll never be able to forget, or forgive. Our marriage is over just that quick. Tell her that. Tell her I'll see a lawyer on Monday, will you?"
I could see the sadness in Gwen's face. She had been a good friend.
"I'll tell her, Shayne. I'm sorry," she told me while walking out. "This isn't right. You two love each other. It's just not right," were her last words as she walked to her car.
I felt bad for almost throwing her out of the house. I liked Gwen and her husband, Jerry. I didn't know them as well as Stacy did but we'd gone out together a few times. I really doubted that she knew of my wife's philandering--still, I couldn't be sure and with the mood I was in I didn't want to be around anyone anyway.
I walked back into the kitchen and poured my coffee. I sat at the kitchen table and stared aimlessly out the window, just thinking. I can't even tell you what I was thinking about. Nothing made any sense...why? What the hell could she have been thinking? My mind was a million miles away. It was the growling of my stomach that finally brought me out my stupor.
The only coherent thought I'd had in hours was the realization that I was hungry. With all the turmoil we had trying to find models, earlier in the day, I hadn't had lunch. Hell, I hadn't had anything to eat since meeting the crew at Denny's at six in the morning. Was that really this morning? Did my whole life really turn to shit in less than a day?
I didn't feel like cooking, of course I didn't really feel like going out either. In fact, as hungry as I was, I didn't feel like eating. I was just so damned lost. Well, I had to eat. I looked at my watch and couldn't believe it was almost ten. I must have been sitting at that table for a couple of hours without even realizing it.
There was a little diner not far away that stayed open till midnight. The food was greasy and overpriced but I didn't really care. I just needed something in my stomach.
When I walked in the place was almost deserted. There was a young couple sitting in the booth in front of the window and an elderly guy sitting in the center of the counter. I sat at the end.
An older, heavy set woman approached with a menu and a pot of coffee. Silently, I turned my coffee cup right side up then looked to see what I wanted to eat. It didn't take me long. By the time she was done pouring the coffee I ordered.
While waiting for my food, my mind started to search for my future. Now that I'd gotten a lot of the anger out of my system, the pain and hurt was rushing in to fill the void. I'd be fooling myself if I thought I could stay married to her. I'm sure she knows that as well. I've never been very good at forget and forgiving. Anyone who knows me well knows that about me.
Suddenly I heard a dish clanging in front of me. "Warm it up for you, honey?" my waitress asked as she poured. She broke my concentration and I saw a plate of steak and eggs under my nose.
"Ah, yeah please," but having performed her job flawlessly, she had already made her departure by the time I spoke. I mentally closed the door on my marital problems so I could at least try to enjoy my nocturnal breakfast.
It was almost eleven-thirty by the time I left. After getting up at four in the morning, driving to and from Peoria, and all the physical and mental stress, I should have been absolutely beat but there must have been some adrenalin still pumping through my veins because I was still a little wired. I certainly didn't feel like going home to an empty house.
As I started my car I tried to decide on a destination. When I couldn't I just put it in gear and pressed on the accelerator. I have no idea of my route; all I know is that I found myself in front of my studio at two in the morning. I still had my gear in the car so I carried it all inside before crashing on the daybed I had in the dressing room. By that time I was so exhausted I didn't even remember my head hitting the pillow.
As I slowly started to awake I heard a ringing in my ears. I laid there a minute as the peaceful liberation of slumber gradually gave way to a confused consciousness. I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the foam mattress. I shook the cobwebs out of my brain and finally realized the irritating ringing was my phone.
"Hello," I grumbled. I wasn't fully awake and I must not have sounded like myself. I'm sure that was the reason for the silent pause before I heard a voice.
"Hello? Is this Shayne?"
"Yes, it is. How may I help you?" I answered, looking at the clock on the wall; ten-thirty? That can't be right.
"Shayne, this is Jerry Carlson. Are you aware that Stacy spent the night at our house?"
I was finally getting my bearings. Everything from the day before came rushing back into focus. "Yeah, I told Gwen to have her stay in a motel it you didn't want her there."
"Ah, no, it's...it's not that, I just didn't want to get in the middle of something that was between you and her. I want to make sure it's okay with you if she stays here."
"I appreciate that, Jerry. Yeah, it's fine by me."
"Okay—are ah, are you alright? You sound a little out of it."
"Yeah, I'm okay. I had a long day yesterday and then between all the problems and punching out Wexler..."
"Wexler?" Jerry sounded like he knew nothing about it. "Joe Wexler? You punched him out?"
"Yeah, he's been sleeping with Stacy."
"WHAT?"
"Why do you think she's staying with you?" I asked.
"Gwen said you and Stacy were having problems but she didn't say what they were. Oh, I'm going to have to think about this. I know those two are the best of friends but I'm not comfortable..."
"Jerry," I said, cutting him off, "It's only till tomorrow night. I need a little time to pack up a few things, that's all. I told Gwen to send her home Friday night."
There was silence for a few seconds... "I don't know. I guess it'll be okay but now I'm pissed at Gwen for not telling me."
I heard a big sigh from the other end of the line. "I'll let her stay as long as you're sure it's okay with you."
"Yeah, Jerry, it's fine with me."
"Okay, I'll let her stay till tomorrow night but not a minute more. You know I never really liked Wexler. He always seems a little too smooth for his own good, you know what I mean?"
"Yeah, well I wouldn't leave him along with Gwen, that's for sure."
"Oh, I can guarantee that. Okay, Shayne, I'll let you go. I'm sure you have a lot to do. Thanks for letting me know what's going on. If there's anything I can do..."
"Thanks, Jerry, I really appreciate that. I might ask you to hold Wexler while I pour molten lead down his throat in a little while..."
"Ha, ha," he chuckled. "At least you haven't lost your sense of humor...you are kidding, aren't you?"
I chuckled to myself. "Yeah, I think I am. Don't be too hard on Gwen, they've known each other since—what, the fourth or fifth grade, something like that."
"Yeah, I know. It still irks me though. You take care, Shayne."
And with that he hung up. I sat on the edge on the bed for a few minutes going over what I had to do. I wasn't worried about furniture or stuff like for the time being but there were things I needed. I had to get almost everything in my home office; I had some books I wanted, my computers and printer, and some lightweight camera gear that I kept there for family functions, things like that.
"Huh," I scoffed at myself. I guess I won't be shooting any more of that for a while.
I still didn't feel like eating but I had to get something. Once I started loading everything I didn't want to stop until I was done. I walked down to the Denny's, three blocks from the studio. I had three cups of coffee, a little friendly bantering with the waitress, and a big hamburger. I was just finishing up when my phone rang. It was my assistant, Marcy. I picked it up and said hi.



"Are you okay? I've been expecting you to call and ask me to come down with bail money. Did you get arrested?"
"No, the guy I hit isn't preferring charges. I'm okay."
"God, Shayne, are you sure they're having an affair? I Just...well, Stacy just doesn't seem the type."
"Oh, I'm sure—no doubt about it. I'm going to move into the back room of the studio for a while so if you go by there at night and see the lights on don't get scared."
"Okay. I'm sorry Shayne. If there's anything I can do..."
"Thanks, Marcy. There's nothing at the moment." We said our good-byes; I paid the tab and headed back to the studio to pick up my SUV.
It took me three trips back and forth between the house and the studio but I finally got everything moved that I wanted. It was a little after eight o'clock by the time I finished. I was getting hungry again so I walked down to the convenient store a few blocks down and got some TV dinners that I could heat up in the microwave.
By the time nine-thirty rolled around I was bored, lonely, and sad...very, very sad. I lay down and wondered why I was so hard wired when it came to forgiving. It wasn't by choice and some people who know me, considered it to be a character flaw.
Stacy got to see it first hand at my tenth high school reunion. As a kid I took on every odd and part time job I could find. For several years I had scrimped and saved every penny I made until I had enough money to buy my first car in my junior year. It was just an old rust-bucket but it ran. Jeanette Walters was the first girl to take a ride in it; after which, we started dating on a regular basis.
After about three months I thought I had the world by the tail. I was doing well academically, I had a bunch of good friends, my own car, and one of the prettiest girls in school as a girlfriend. What more could life hold?
Then one Saturday night I went by to pick her up for our regular date. Her mother answered the door and seemed a little confused. She told me Jeanette had gone out a little earlier with friends. I asked if she was coming back for our date and she answered, she didn't think so. I thought, what the hell? If it was something special okay but the least she could have done was call to let me know. I thought sure she'd call me Sunday to apologize but I didn't hear a word. By Monday I was steaming.
She and I both had study hall just before lunch. We had the option of going to the library instead but I liked to get homework out of the way at school while Jeanette liked going to the library to look at fashion magazines. I hadn't seen her since Friday and couldn't wait any longer to confront her and see what her excuse was.
When I walked into the library, she and Debbie, a girlfriend, were standing at the magazine rack with their backs to the door. They were so busy talking and giggling they didn't see or hear me as I walked up behind them. As it turned out I didn't have to confront her, they were talking about Saturday night.
"So you're moving up, huh, going out with Brad Turner? You lucky girl," Debbie said with a little snicker.
I knew Brad Turner. He was a couple years older than us and had graduated already. I always thought he was kind of a dickhead.
"Yeah, I was supposed to go out with Shayne but I ran into Brad in the mall earlier that day. He works at the Car Boutique. They sell like fancy hubcaps and things. He bought me lunch and asked me out. I mean...would you say no?"
"Of course not," Debbie replied. "Did you guys, ah, you know, did you do it?"
"On the first date! What kind of a girl do you think I am?" was Jeanette's response with feigned innocence. "Actually we did fool around a little. I let him feel me up while I held his you know what."
"You didn't..."
"I did," she confirmed as both girls giggled again.
"Is it bigger than Shayne's?"
"About the same size, actually. Maybe we should have them both strip for us so we can measure them and see who's bigger, huh?"
They both thought that was hysterical.
"Does Shayne know you went out with someone else?"
"Are you kidding...no way."
"What'd you tell him? What excuse did you give him for not going out with him?"
"I couldn't think of any. I thought of telling him I was going out with friends but he knows all my friends. Brad was going to pick me up a half hour before Shayne so I just left. I figured I'd leave my mom to deal with Shayne."
Both girls thought that was amusing.
"Was he mad?"
"I don't know. I haven't seen him since. Mom said he just acted surprised and left. I guess I'll find out at lunch."
"What are you going to tell him?"
"Oh, I've got it all worked out," she bragged. "It took me all day Sunday to come up with a believable lie but I figured it out."
"So are you going to keep going out with Brad?"
"Ah, maybe a couple more times but he's not really Mr. personality. I have a lot more fun with Shayne. He makes me laugh and keeps me entertained. Brad likes to talk about himself too much, you know."
"No, I think you should go out with him from now on," I said, breaking into their conversation. I heard Jeanette say, oh shit, as I walked away. I never said another word to her.
Ten years later she saw Stacy and me at our reunion and tried to talk to me. I simply took my wife by the arm and walked away without saying a word. Stacy couldn't believe my rudeness but I just couldn't help it.
I just don't see what the passage of time has to do with forgiveness. Sure, the pain might subside after a while, but that doesn't mean you forget so why should you forgive?
I believe in treating people the way you want to be treated. I also believe in loyalty—maybe to a fault. Even though I've moved twice, each time further away, I still go to the same barber I had when I was nineteen. I have clients I outgrew years ago but I will not drop them. I wouldn't be where I am today if it wasn't for them and I'm not going to thank them by cutting them off even if it makes good business sense.
I know, when it comes to some things like that, people think I'm too rigid but I guess it's like an unofficial moral code for me. It's the way I am and I wouldn't be true to myself if I tried to change it to suit others.
You would think knowing how I am would have stopped Stacy from cheating on me but obviously it didn't. I felt a couple tears leak from the corner of my eye and run down the side of my face. I'd never been so hurt—not ever. And to think it was someone who professed to love me...of course that's what makes the hurt run so deep, so intense, so fucking real.
I lay there, looking up at the ceiling tiles, wondering why. I would imagine that's what every man in my positions asks himself but it just seemed to come out of the blue—no warning, no nothing. One minute I was a happily married man and the next my marriage was over.
Of course the first thing you think about is the sex. Was she that unsatisfied? She never seemed to be. We both talked about things we liked and didn't like but we'd still experiment. We both liked a little variety as well as spontaneity. Hell, we screwed in every room of the house. Sometimes we made love in the truest sense of the word, other times the sex was playful and fun-loving.
Of course if you read any articles about infidelity they'll tell you women cheat for emotional reasons. I don't know and I guess it really doesn't matter.
I hadn't cried since I was about three but that night I tasted my own tears a couple of times while I lay there torturing myself like that; asking questions that had no answers. I finally dropped off to sleep.
Waking up to the sound of city traffic instead of birds singing is enough to start anybody's day off on the wrong foot. I took a big breath and let it out with a long, despondent sounding sigh as I stood to face the day. I should be in my nice warm bed with my Stacy all wrapped around me. I could just see her staring into my face with a big, broad smile. Damn, how I missed her already.
I heated up a cup of coffee then headed for the shower. I felt a little better after that—not much but a little. I walked down to Denny's and wondered what I was going to do with myself after breakfast. I needed a distraction. I couldn't just sit around the studio all day, I'd drive myself nuts.
I was taking my last sip of coffee when the girl at the motel popped into my head. Don't ask me why, I hadn't thought of her since she called the cab for me but there she was...in my mind's eye. She had a full head of black, lustrous hair, high cheekbones, flawless skin, and the biggest, darkest brown eyes I'd seen in a long time. I remembered her natural smile and friendly personality. I wondered if she'd ever thought of modeling. I wouldn't know if she had what it takes until I got her in front of the camera but I had a feeling.
I finished my coffee, paid the bill, and decided to go down to the motel and see if she was working. I think I had a little more spring in my step when I walked back to the studio. I grabbed my car keys and laptop.
I was pleasantly surprised when I walked into the lobby and saw her behind the desk. Now all I had to do was figure out how to approach her. I'd helped new models get started in the business but I'd never tried talking someone into becoming a model before.
I waited until the guy working the desk with her disappeared for a few minutes then made my move.
"Hi."
"Hello, sir, can I help you?" There was that natural smile again.
"You probably don't remember me..."
"Sure I do—from the other day. Would you like me to call for a cab again?"
"No, no. This time I have a car," I chuckled. "But you were a big help to me that day and I'm hoping I can return the favor." I gave her the business card I had in hand. "My name is Shayne Burke. I'm a commercial photographer. In my job I work with models almost every day and I was wondering if you've ever given any thought to modeling."
"Me?"
"Yeah, I'd have to do some test shots but I'm pretty sure the camera would love you."
"Test shots?"
I could see the skepticism already in her face. I could anticipate the next question before she asked.
"Do I have to take my clothes off?"
One of the downfalls of my profession was an element of sleazebags who used cameras to try and seduce girls. Most of them were guys who didn't know which end of the camera to look through but there were even a few, so called, professionals scattered here and there. I guess every industry has its bad element.
"No, you don't have to take your clothes off," I told her. "Look, I've got my laptop here. I can show you the kind of work I do. Do you get a coffee break? If not maybe we can meet for lunch, my treat."
I could almost see the wheels turning in her brain while she tried to figure out if I was for real or not. Finally I saw her break into a small smile. "Okay, I get lunch at eleven-thirty. There's a restaurant right across the street."
Okay—that put a crimp in things. She was talking about Plato's. "Ah," I stammered a little, "I'm not really welcome there. It's a long story," I said with a chuckle. I was trying to make it sound like it was no big deal. "Is there another place around?"
"Well, there's the Starlight Café around the corner."
"Would that be okay with you?" I asked.
"Yeah, I eat there sometimes."
"Good, the Starlight at eleven-thirty. I'll see you there," I said with smile. As I walked out I was already thinking of an upcoming shoot that she would be perfect for. I had an hour to kill before lunch so I pulled out my phone and started making a few calls. My first was to Monique. Even though she was relatively new in the business, she was one of the best make-up artists I'd worked with in a long time. After the greetings I told her why I was calling.
"Monique, would you be interested in doing a little TFP work?"
"Possibly," she answered, "what have you got?"
"A new star or at least I think so. She's never modeled before but I think she's a natural."
"What's her skin like?"
"She's a little dark complexioned. I think she might be Greek; black hair and dark eyes. You know that jewelry shot coming up next month where they want that sultry look—she'd be perfect."
"When do you want to do this?"
"Ah, I don't know yet. I'm not even sure she wants to try modeling, yet. I'm going to talk to her in about an hour."
"Well, I'm interested. Let me know if it's a go."
"Will do, Monique, and thanks."
My next call was Donna. She's a hair stylist. I use her a lot. I'm probably her best client. I was pretty sure she'd be in and I was right. Marcy would round out my crew. Now all I needed was to interest my potential model.
I got tired of waiting in the parking lot so I went in and ordered coffee while I waited. When she walked in she had someone with her. As they approached I saw he had a name pin that showed he was an employee of the motel's. I was beginning to think I was wasting my time.
"Hi, Mr. Burke, I hope you don't mind, I brought a friend with me," she said as they both sat down. "Oh, don't worry though, Tony will pay for his own lunch."
I had already told my waitress I was expecting someone else so she was over in a flash when she saw them sit down. I was a little miffed and was going to let her friend pay for his own but by the time we ordered I'd decided she was just being careful. I guess I couldn't fault her for that so I told the waitress to put them all on one check.
As soon as our waitress walked away Tony spoke up before I even had a chance to open my mouth.
"How do we know you are who you say you are?" he asked rather aggressively. "Anybody can have business cards made up. Do you have any references, anyone we can talk to?"
Bringing someone with I understood, but trying to put me on the defensive when all I was trying to do is give her an opportunity—that was going over the line; besides, I really wasn't in the mood for this pimply faced dickhead. I decided it was going to be more trouble than it was worth. "Okay, this clearly isn't going to work." I stood up, took thirty bucks and threw it on the table before grabbing my laptop. "You two have lunch on me," I said, then walked out. I had just gotten back to the studio when my phone rang. I looked and saw it was Marcy.
"Hi, boss, how are you doing?"
"Huh," I snickered, "I've been better."
"Are you in the office?"
"Yeah, I went out for a little while but I'm back. I'll probably go to Denny's for some lunch."
"You want me to come in?"
"Nah, there's nothing to do."
"Well, I can come and keep you company. Maybe we can plan some upcoming shoots or something."
"Thanks Marcy, I really appreciate the offer but I'm okay. You enjoy the long weekend and I'll see you Monday morning."
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah, I'm sure. I don't want you to think about this place until I see you then."
She thanked me again and we said our goodbyes. I hiked down to Denny's for the lunch I didn't have earlier. By the time I got back it was about two-thirty. I was so lost. I had no idea what to do with myself. I lay down in the back room and cursed that stupid executive's assistant again. If it wasn't for him none of this would have happened. I'd be doing what I enjoyed and been completely oblivious to my wife's infidelity.
I thought about just trying to take nap to kill some time but I couldn't sleep. My mind was too busy rerunning through everything that had happened. I finally got up and sat down at the computer. Maybe I could experiment with some different processing techniques to get my mind off of things for a while.
It was almost five when I gave up. I was thinking about going to a show when I heard somebody knocking on the front door. I walked into the outer office and looked out the window. It was Alecta, and she was alone. I opened the door and let her in.
"Hi," she said a little sheepishly. "I'm glad I caught you before you left. I wanted to apologize for Tony. He was just trying to protect me."
"You came all the way down here to apologize?"
"Yeah, I felt bad when you left. I thought about calling you but I wanted to say I was sorry in person."
I was impressed. I didn't know where she lived but I was a good forty-five minutes from the motel—probably more during rush hour. "I appreciate that," I told her. "Well, as long as you're here let me show you around."
I took her for the twenty-five cent grand tour then brought her back to the office and gave her some coffee while she looked at my website and some of the stuff in my portfolio. She was impressed and getting excited but was also still just a little uncertain.
"Do I have to sign any contracts or anything like that?"
"No, no contracts. The only thing I'll need you to sign is a model release. That gives me and the client permission to use your image. If you start modeling on a regular basis you'll be signing a lot of them.
She thought about what I said for just a few seconds. "So you want to do some pictures?" she asked enthusiastically.
"Not tonight," I replied. I could see the disappointment in her face. "You need a hair stylist, make-up artist, and something else to wear besides that green uniform."
Just that quick she was completely deflated. "H...how much is all that going to cost me?" As quick as her enthusiasm had vanished, it reappeared when I answered.
"Nothing; it's not going to cost you anything. I'm offering you an opportunity to make money, not spend it. I already have the make-up artist and hair stylist lined up. You will have to sign a model release like I said. That's how you're going to pay them. They get to use the pictures we take for their own promotion. Is that agreeable to you?"
"Yes, of course."
"Okay then, let's get something scheduled."
I had her write down her work schedule then called Monique and Donna while she was still there. We all agreed that Sunday afternoon would be convenient and blocked out time for a four hour shoot. I instructed Alecta to bring a variety of different clothes including some kind of evening wear if she had it, and not wear make-up when she came. My own make-up artist would take care of that. We sat and talked for a little while after that and she must have thanked me twenty or thirty times. It was after eight by the time she left.
I still had to see if Marcy was available on Sunday but if she wasn't it was no big deal. I didn't really need her for a shoot like that; I just didn't want her to feel slighted so I called. She readily agreed to be there.
That little distraction was just what I needed. For the first time in two days, I went for three whole hours without thinking of Stacy once and now I had something else to keep myself occupied; I had to plan out Alecta's shoot. I sat down and started jotting down some ideas, the next thing I knew it was midnight. I hated the thought of going to bed because I knew it meant more pain as I lay there, thinking again.
God, I missed her so much. I wondered what she was doing. Was she sleeping? Had she moved back into the house yet? Did she regret what she did? I was sure she did. I pictured her crying and my heart went out to her. I couldn't help it. This was torture, absolute torture because I knew no matter how much I still loved her, we were through. There was simply no way I could spend the rest of my life being uncertain of my wife's fidelity...no way.
Somehow I slipped into unconsciousness because the next thing I knew I heard the damnable sounds of morning traffic again.
Breakfast at Denny's was becoming a habit. About halfway through my grand-slam, my phone rang. It was Jerry Carlson again. I wasn't going to talk in the restaurant and I hate cold pancakes so I let it go. It dinged a few seconds later indicating he'd left a text. I checked it as I walked back to the studio.



Jerry: Shayne, could we meet somewhere for coffee, today?
In all the years I'd known Jerry we never once had coffee or a beer together without the girls so obviously he wanted to talk about Stacy. I still had some residual anger and wasn't sure I was ready to talk about the situation without blowing up again but he had something on his mind so I thought I might as well see what it was. We met at a Starbuck's about halfway between his place and the studio.
"How's it going," was his greeting as he sat down across the little table from me. I just stared at him. "Sorry, I guess that's a pretty stupid question."
"Well—under the circumstances..." I just left it there. "Did she move back into the house?"
"No, she's still staying with us. She's pretty devastated and Gwen doesn't think she should be alone yet. The only time she stops crying is to curse herself for hurting you."
I nodded my head to acknowledge his statement and wasn't really too surprised. I figured she'd be going through a lot of the same torture I was. I couldn't help that though, it was of her own making. "Has she said anything about why? I thought..." I stopped and wondered if I wanted to know why but Jerry answered before I had a chance to retract my question.
"That's about all she and Gwen talk about...why. I don't think she really has a definitive answer. There were a lot of factors. There was even a stupid romance novel she read in high school that played a part."
"Oh come on," I expressed my disbelief.
"No, it's true. It was about a woman who had an affair and the book made it sound like it was the most romantic experience any woman could have. That and it also had a lot to do with jealousy."
"Jealousy? What's she got to be jealous about; the models?"
"No, no, it has nothing to do with them. Well," he thought for a second, "maybe indirectly it did but she's jealous of your profession. To her your work is exciting and romantic. She was talking about that time you took pictures of that big rock band for their CD cover..."
"She was there," I said, remembering the instance. "She came with me that day. She wanted to meet them so I brought her along on the shoot. They rented the old Playboy mansion on Parkway Avenue and we did it there. Hell, she spent more time with them than I did because I was busy getting everything set up and rigged. I remember how she flirted with the drummer. I thought it was funny. She was like a star-struck teenager. You remember, shit it was all she talked about for a month."
"I know, she still talks about it like it was the most exciting thing that ever happened to her. That was all she talked about when we had dinner at Alpine's one night—remember?
Alpine's was restaurant not far from where we lived. I thought back. "Yeah, I do remember."
"Remember who else had dinner with us that night?"
It had been a couple years so I had to think. Then it dawned on me. "Joe and Doris," I recalled.
"Ah huh," he confirmed. "You and I didn't think much about it but Joe picked up on it. Did you know he started stopping by your house after that, always saying he was just in neighborhood?"
"No, Stacy never said a thing."
"That's because he asked her not to. He told her Doris was extremely jealous and she'd have a fit if she knew he simply stopped for coffee once in a while. He evidently spotted the fact that Stacy envied you and used it to his advantage. He kept talking to her about ways to spice up her life, that's when he started to recommend getting a little on the side."
"It sounds like he's done this before," I suggested.
"Yep, he even admitted it to her. He made her promise not to say anything to anybody, then he told her he once had an extramarital affair and made it sound like it was the most exciting thing he'd ever done in his life. Of course he advised her to do the same. That's when she remembered the book."
Jerry took a swig of coffee and continued. "At first she told him she'd be afraid to do anything like that. She knew if you ever found out you'd toss her out on her ear, but Wexler convinced her you'd never find out. It would be her own dirty little secret. Of course she'd have to do it with someone she could trust...three guesses who he proposed. I guess she always thought he was a good looking guy so the offer wasn't totally disgusting to her."
Hearing Jerry explain what happened, I was sorry I hadn't kicked Wexler in the nuts a couple times when I had the chance.
"It took him a while but evidently he's a patient bastard. Stacy said he had convinced her it would be exciting and romantic but she was just too scared to go through with it for a long time. Then you had a job out of town for a couple of days. When she told Wexler about it he immediately started making plans. She said it was all so clandestine. As long as she knew you'd never find out, it was fun. She created a fantasy world—a romantic, enlivening fantasy world. She was Mata Hari, Betty Page, and Cleopatra all rolled into one. Of course she only life her little fantasy when you were out of town."
I thought about Wexler playing her like that. "Damn, I'd love another shot at that asshole, Wexler, next time in some secluded alley somewhere."
"You'd have to find him first," Jerry replied. "Nobody's seen hide nor hair of him. Personally, I think Doris has him buried in the basement," he chuckled.
"I wish she'd have said something, I would have bought her a new shovel," I joked. "I can't believe Stacy fell for his bullshit like that. If she was looking for excitement she should have taken up skydiving instead of something that would cost her, her marriage."
Jerry sighed. "No way back?" he asked.
"I wish there was," I replied with a sigh of my own. "It wasn't just once. If it was the first time and she hadn't gone through with it-maybe, but they'd been together before. It was obvious from the text messages I saw."
"Twice," Jerry confirmed.
"Huh?"
"Twice, she'd been with him twice before, not counting the last time because you broke that up before they'd had a chance to do anything."
"Yeah, and if I hadn't it would have been three times, and probably a fourth and a fifth—no, I'm not going to work every day wondering if my wife is living her fantasy by screwing some other guy; it's not happening, Jerry.
"Yeah, I can certainly understand that. Stacy understands too. She has no hope of you guys getting back together. I just thought...well, if there was the slightest chance maybe I could..."
"I appreciate the thought, Jerry, but Stacy had to know the risks she was taking before she ever fucked that asshole."
"So," he said, trying to lighten the mood a little, "is your job really that exciting?"
I chuckled. "I don't know about exciting but it's interesting. Every day is a challenge to come up with new, innovative ideas, something to make your work stand out from the rest. It's fun. I know an old timer who's been in the business all his life. He says we have to think outside the box to come up with new ways to shoot the box."
We sat and talked through two more cups of coffee before taking off. I liked him. It was the first time I'd talked to him without the girls around. He was funny and a pretty good conversationalist.
One thing our little talk made me realize...there was no way back for Stacy and I. For the last couple of days I had been fighting with myself, trying to find a way to put my anger aside...to forgive and forget, but after our conversation I accepted the inevitable. It had nothing to do with my anger anymore. It didn't even have anything to do with forgiving, but you can't force yourself to forget something like that and you can't force yourself to trust someone you no longer trust. It was over and there was nothing either of us could do to change that.
Sleep was a little easier coming that night, although I did lay awake thinking for a while. It would take a long time before the feelings of loss and sadness would go away.
I was up early Sunday morning. Even though I had unpacked my car, the equipment was still packed in travel cases. I had to get everything set up for Alecta's shoot. That took a good hour, after which I took a shower and went out for breakfast. By the time I got back Marcy was in the office making coffee. I told her my ideas for using Alecta for the jewelry shoot we had coming up but warned her against saying anything yet. I didn't want to disappoint Alecta right off the bat if the client didn't approve her.
The following month we had a big shoot coming up. We were going down to the Chicago loop at one in the morning and shooting till just after dawn. It was a big advertising campaign for a local jewelry store franchise. We already had all the permits and since the girls would be wearing thousands of dollars' worth of jewelry, the client ordered security for us. It was slated for two models and I was hoping for Alecta to be one of them. She was perfect for what I was looking for.
Monique and Donna showed up within a few minutes of each other so I explained what I was looking for from each of them. When Alecta walked in all three members of my crew looked at each other and smiled. She was beautiful even without make-up. Immediately the girls surrounded her and helped with her wardrobe while showing her to the dressing room in the back.
After getting her settled, Marcy left Alecta to the expertise of Monique and Donna and came out to help get the studio ready.
"That girl is gorgeous," she said. "I can't wait to see what she does in front of a camera."
"Me either," I agreed.
By the end of the day Alecta had proven to everyone that she was every bit the natural I thought she was. I gave her tips on how to play to the camera and to be aware of the lighting. She moved with grace and took direction like a pro.
We shot for four hours with intermittent breaks to redo make-up and change hair styles. By the time we were through we had a couple hundred pictures showing three entirely different looks and several wardrobe changes. Everyone was excited to see them so Marcy made another pot of coffee while I uploaded everything into the computer. For the next hour we all oooh'd and aaaah'd at the stunning images.
I had a full day on Monday so I promised to have some of the shots edited and retouched that night. It was three in the morning when I fired off emails to the crew. I had ten shots that highlighted the different hair styles for Donna, another ten that emphasized the make-up for Monique, and twenty five shots for Alecta.
I was so tired by the time I hit the sack I barely thought of Stacy at all before dropping off into dreamland.
The next morning, as life slowly started to materialize from unconsciousness, my neurons paused in a dreamlike state as I thought I smelled coffee. A voice along with a gentle shake of my shoulder told me it was no dream. I opened my eyes.
"It's time to get up, lazy-bones." Marcy stood next to the bed with big grin, presenting me with a cup of java. I started to reach for the cup when I realized the reason for her grin...I always slept in the nude. I quickly looked down and saw I was completely uncovered and sporting morning wood.
"Marcy!" I yelled as I tuned a bright red and pulled the sheet over me.
"Oh relax, for heaven's sake. I've seen things like that before," she said with a giggle. She set the coffee on a nearby stool. "It's almost seven-thirty," she remarked as she stepped out of the room, closing the door behind her.
Seven-thirty? Shit, I had a ton of things to do and I overslept. I grabbed a quick gulp of magic elixir and jumped in the shower. Twenty minutes later I joined Marcy who was looking at Alecta's pictures.
"Damn, Shayne, these are incredible. This girl has a real career ahead of her if she doesn't botch it."
"Yeah, I don't think she's the kind to botch it." I clicked on another separate file. "Here are the test shots for next month's jewelry campaign. I'm going to send them off today and see if Chaz agrees that she's right for it."
Chaz Martin was the account executive for the Sterling Jewelry Store chain, my biggest client.
"Shayne, I don't see how he can't agree. She's perfect."
"Well, we'll see. You know how fickle this industry can be. I'm not saying anything to Alecta until I have a firm commitment from him."
I looked at the day's schedule. I had two shoots; both were in the studio and neither was a big production. I looked at the clock. It was almost eight-forty five. I was going to wait until nine before calling Brite Newcomb, my attorney, so I went ahead and sent chaz the file of test shots I wanted him to see.
"Are you hungry? You want me to run to Denny's and get you something?"
What would I ever do without Marcy? It seems I ask myself that about twenty times a day. I'd hired her three years prior. She was only nineteen at the time. She was studying Graphic Arts at Columbia University and needed a job for the summer. By the end of the summer she had fallen in love with photography and decided she could learn more with me than in college. I offered her full-time employment and she's been with me ever since.
She wasn't bad looking—long blond hair, blue eyes, just a little on the heavy side but she carried it well. Now that I was getting a divorce I wouldn't mind dating her except for one thing...her boyfriend. I don't think he'd go for it at all. They'd been going together for more than a year and I was sure they'd be tying the knot before too much longer.
I gave her a twenty and told her to get something for both of us. After she left I called my attorney and told him what I wanted. I was willing to give her the house lock-stock-and barrel if she agreed to give up any claim on the business. I wasn't sure of the exact amount but I was pretty sure we had seventy to eighty thousand in equity. He said he'd draw up the paperwork and have it ready for me to sign in a couple of days.
By the time I was done with the phone call Marcy was back with our food. We talked and joked around a little then had to get to work. We were just starting to set up for our first shoot when the phone rang.
"Burke's Photography."
"Who is she, Shayne? You're right, she's perfect for the Sterling shoot. I assume she's available or you wouldn't have sent me the test shots?"
"Her name's Alecta. I didn't want to get her hopes up before getting the job but I'm pretty sure it'll fit into her schedule."
"When can you nail it down? I'll need to know pretty quick," he replied.
"I should have word for you tomorrow," I told him.
"Great," chaz replied. "The job pays twelve hundred. I assume that'll be okay with her?"
"I'm sure that'll be fine, Chaz, but don't you have to clear it with Sterling's?"
"Nah, they trust my judgement when it comes to the models. No, she's in," he stated.
We talked just a little longer before hanging up. Evidently Marcy overheard the conversation. She was waiting for me when I joined her in the studio. "Well, that should get you laid," she said with a big grin.
There were a few things wrong with that. One, I wasn't divorced yet. Two, Alecta was a little young for me. She couldn't have been more than twenty or twenty-one, and three, I would never put her, or any model in a position where she thought it was quid-pro-quo for getting her the job. Marcy knew me better than that.
We had a couple hours between shoots so I called Alecta's cell and left a message for her to call me when she had some time. It was a little after four when she returned the call. After getting the greeting out of the way I got right to the point.
"You just got your first modeling gig," I told her. Her scream almost deafened me. After checking to see if my eardrum was still intact I continued.
"It's going to be a night shoot. We have two locations picked out in the Loop. You might want to see if you can get the following day off because the shoot is from one in the morning till around six. I want to get a few shots at sunrise."
She sounded a little hesitant until I told her how much it paid.
"Twelve hundred dollars?" she screamed again. "Oh my God, that's almost as much as I make in a month."
"The ad agency will have a van there. That's where you'll have your make-up and hair done. It also serves as a dressing room so you'll have your privacy except for the other model who you'll be working with. There'll be security guards as well so you'll be nice and safe."
"Security Guards?" she questioned.
"Oh yeah--you'll be wearing a couple hundred thousand dollars' worth of jewelry throughout the night. We always have armed guards with us when we shoot for them."
"Oh my God," she was still screaming, "this is so exciting."
I think she was actually jumping up and down while she was screaming. It was great to hear that kind of enthusiasm.
"Okay, we have twenty-three days to get you ready. You did great during the shoot but this is going to be different. You'll be working with another model while flow posing. That means going from one pose to another without me telling how to pose. It can be tricky with two of you. You have to play off each other. Will you be able to come into the studio to work on it for the next few weekends?"
"Absolutely," she responded.
I know I had a smile on my face when we hung up. Marcy asked if she was excited. I told her that was a gross understatement...my ears were still ringing.
In spite of my impending divorce, I'd actually been having a pretty good week. I felt good about Alecta, we landed a new client, and we had done some really kick-ass work for a couple of clients who couldn't stop singing our praises.
Thursday afternoon I heard the fax machine going. Since I had several jobs coming up I figured it was someone's itinerary. I was wrong. One by one the machine was spitting out the divorce papers Brite had drawn up. Once again they brought my divorce to the forefront of everything that was happening around me.
My mood fell like a big black curtain. I still had some work to do on the computer but we were done shooting for the day so I gave Marcy the rest of the day off. I went into the office, grabbed a cup of coffee, and sat down to read through the documents. They were just as I asked. On the surface it looked very generous but the long-term earning potential of the studio was a lot more than she would get for the house. Still, if she sold it she would get a sizable lump sum which would give her a new start. She also kept her car which was paid off, fifty percent of the fifteen grand we had in the savings, and almost all the furniture. All I wanted was what I'd already taken, my office equipment. As far as I was concerned it was a win-win. I hoped she'd see it the same way.
It took me a while to get through everything. Legal jargon is not the easiest to read. I was contemplating delivering the papers to Stacy that night. I looked at the clock and decided to go eat dinner and wait until the following night. I knew in my own mind I was just looking for an excuse to put it off another day. I couldn't help it. This was one of those things you really didn't want to do but knew it had to be done...just not that night; besides, I wasn't even sure she was still at Jerry and Gwen's.
I walked down to Denny's then moped around the studio doing a little editing but my heart really wasn't in it. I finally lay down but didn't get a lot of sleep. I kept second guessing myself. As decisions go, this would be among the three most important of my life. The first such decision was asking Stacy to marry me. Next was to open my own business. That one was a little easier because of Stacy's support. She believed in me a hundred and ten percent. Now I was trying to decide whether I could live the rest of my life without her.




When I woke up Friday morning from a night of tossing and turning, I had once again come to the same conclusion, there was just no way Stacy and I would ever be able to recapture what we once had. Of course we could make the effort--maybe try counseling but I knew damn well it wouldn't work. I'm not the same person I was before discovering her infidelity. I can't restore the trust of the naive husband I once was. There would always be an element of doubt and suspicion.
I didn't think Stacy was the same either. Even if she did everything she could to try and make it up to me I was sure she'd always carry around some guilt.
That's not a marriage—at least not one that would sustain. No, as much as I hated to face it...we were through.
I grabbed some coffee and popped a frozen breakfast in the microwave then prepared for the day. We had one, in studio, fashion shoot for Feminine Classics. There was no time to reschedule the shoot in Peoria after the prior week's debacle so they settled for a studio shoot. I wished we had been busier to keep my mind off of what I had to do. We finished shooting about two. Marcy noticed my mood.
"You've been awful quiet today," she observed. "Thinking about Stacy?"
"Yeah," I answered with a sigh. "I'm going to give her the divorce papers tonight and I'm just not looking forward to it."
"Look, we don't have any more jobs for today. Why don't we close the place up for a while and go out for a late lunch; someplace other than Denny's, someplace nice."
It sounded like a good idea to me. In all the years I'd been in business I'd never taken a two hour lunch unless it was with a client or business related. Marcy and I talked on a dozen different subjects...even a little politics; everything but my marital problems. I felt a little better by the time we got back. Good enough to call Jerry Carlson, something I'd been putting off.
He said Stacy was talking about going back to the house but they talked her into staying with them another week. I told him I wanted to stop by after work and I told him why. I asked if he and Gwen wouldn't mind giving us a little privacy while I was there. He agreed.
It was almost seven when I rang their bell. Jerry answered the door. "Have you eaten? We just finished. Stacy and Gwen are still in the kitchen cleaning up but I'm sure we could find some left-overs if you're hungry."
"I really appreciate the offer, Jerry, but I've got to get this over with," I sadly replied.
He looked at the letter size manila envelope in my hand and slowly nodded his head with understanding. "Gwen," he called out, "Shayne is here to see Stacy. Let's give them some privacy."
A few seconds later I saw Gwen approaching. When she saw me she closed her eyes and gave a quick shake of her head. Without saying a word she climbed the stars with Jerry right behind her.
I walked around the corner and saw Stacy through the kitchen doorway. She looked like a zombie sitting at the table, staring into space. As long as I live I'll never forget her face when she saw me walking toward her and looked down at the envelope. She stiffened with fear. It was as if I was death himself coming to claim her soul.
I sat down across the table from her. Stacy stared mindlessly at the laminated wooden surface. Her eyes slowly looked up when I said her name.
"I'm sorry," she said in a weak, grief strained voice.
"I know," I replied, "but it doesn't help."
"I know," she said, repeating my words back to me.
"I had Brite Newcomb draw up the paperwork," I told her. "I'm giving you the house, your car, and half of the savings."
"Why?"
"Because I want a hundred percent of the business; I figure things are pretty even that way," I explained.
"I really am sorry, Shayne," she said again, this time with tears dropping from her lower lid. "I...I don't know what possessed me to do what I did but I never intended on hurting you."
For just the briefest moment I thought of hurting her back. If we had talked during the prior week I'm pretty sure I would have verbally gone for the jugular, but it had been more than a week ago. I'd had time to calm down and think. It wasn't hard to see how badly she was suffering. I really didn't need to pile it on.
"I know you didn't, Stacy. Jerry told me it was a way for you to put some excitement in your life. I just wish you had talked to me if you were unhappy. I'm sure we could have found something—some other way to make things more interesting for you."
I could feel myself starting to lose it emotionally. I set the envelope on the table and stood up. "Look'em over, Stacy. If you don't think it's equitable let me know."
She tried to muffle a sob but wasn't quite successful. "This was all my fault, Shayne. I don't deserve all that."
"Well, look'em over anyway." I started to walk away but stopped and slowly turned around. I had to tell her. "I...I want you to know...I will always love you Stacy. They say there's a thin line between love and hate. Last week I hated you, at least for a little while. I think I still hate you a little now and then, but I will always love you." With that I made a hasty exit, stopping only long enough to yell up to the second floor and thank Gwen and Jerry. About a mile from their house I had to pull off the road for a few minutes while I wiped the blurriness from my eyes.
I'm not much of a drinker. I'll have a beer or two while socializing or with a business dinner but that's usually about it. I never drank alone...except for that night. I parked the car at the studio then walked the six blocks to a bar I'd passed a thousand times but had never been in. I sat in the most secluded, darkest corner I could find and nursed my way through four beers. It was sometime after one in the morning by the time I found my way back to my bed. Thankfully I was out cold as soon as my head hit the pillow. The last thought I remember was wondering how Stacy was doing.
Saturday I went apartment shopping. I was getting tired living in the back room. I was hoping to get something close to the studio—maybe within walking distance. I found a nice, two bedroom apartment with a stone patio on North La Salle and put a deposit down on it pending a credit check. Its biggest draw was the underground parking for tenants. In Chicago that could be a life saver in the winter.
Thank God for Sunday. I had been in a blue mood since Friday night but there was never better medicine for me than work. Alecta came over about eleven and we worked together till after three. It was just she and I. I wasn't looking to get great shots. It was a training session. I showed her how to flow from one pose to another then wait for the flash before moving again. I showed her how to be aware of the lighting, how to recognize the type of lighting the photographer was using and how to move within its restrictions.
We discussed the lighting I would be using for her shoot and showed her how to move so she didn't throw shadows on the other model. I taught her some terminology that photographers use to convey what they're looking for and I gave her a few tips on what assignments to jump at and which ones to stay away from.
By the end of the day I was more confident than ever that Alecta was going to do very well in the modeling industry. If she worked at it and didn't screw it up like so many potential models do, I had no doubt she would be bound for New York and Paris before too long. I wanted two more sessions with her before our shoot so we scheduled the next one in two weeks. I was sorry to see her go because I hadn't thought of Stacy or my divorce once since she'd arrived.
Monday was about as mundane as a day can be until the phone rang that afternoon...twice, actually. The first time was the lady from the apartment building. My credit was Okayed and I could move in as early as the next day.
The second call was Jerry wanting to meet after work. We met at the same Starbucks as before. He had my manila envelope in his hand. "She asked me to look them over instead of a lawyer. I told her everything looked good as far as I could tell so she signed them," he informed me. "There's nothing in there that I didn't catch is there? I mean no tricks or anything?"
"Jerry, you know me better than that," I said, a little insulted.
"I know, I'm sorry; I'm just not used to reading all that legal mumbo-jumbo," he said while handing me the envelope.
I couldn't help but ask. "How's she doing?"
"Ah, she'll be alright. I think the anticipation was harder on her than anything. Now that you actually served her with papers I think she's finally accepted her fate—not that she wouldn't jump into your arms if you told her all was forgiven."
"Yeah, well that's not going to happen. Serving those papers I think was probably the hardest thing I've ever had to do in my life, but it had to be done. You know, until all this, I never realized you could hate someone and love them at the same time."
"I know. I'll tell you, all this got me thinking about Gwen and me. I...I honestly don't know what I'd do in your shoes. I'd like to think I was man enough to do exactly what you're doing but I just don't know."
Jerry took a swig of black gold and continued. "I'll tell you this, it sure cured me of any thoughts of cheating; not that I was thinking about it anyway...I just mean, well, seeing how it's affected you guys really kind of brings it home, you know. Gwen too. We were talking last night before we went to sleep and kind of renewed our vows right there."
It was almost hurtful to hear what a great relationship Gwen and Jerry had. Silently I wished it could have been Stacy and me.
"Did I tell you Gwen ran into Doris Wexler?"
"No, she have anything to say?"
"She didn't say much after Gwen mentioned that Stacy was staying with us. She gave Gwen the cold shoulder and walked away from her."
"You're kidding; well, actually I guess I can see where she'd be pissed."
"Yeah," he confirmed as he took another swallow of Starbuck's. "Have you heard anything from our group?"
I knew he meant our group of friends. We actually had quite a few in common. "Not a word," I replied.
"I'm surprised. You have a lot of sympathy out there. Of course a few of the women think you're being a real hard ass and should give Stacy another chance but the men are all with you."
"Jesus, does the whole town know about my marital problems?"
"Probably; Doris has been telling everyone about her no-account husband and the slut who broke up her happy home."
"Oh. I guess I shouldn't be surprised. I take it then she's going to divorce him?"
"Oh yeah; she's already filed and she's out for blood. Joe will be lucky if he has a pair of jockey shorts left after she gets done with him," he scoffed.
"Well, I have to get home," he said, taking his last bit of coffee in one big gulp. "I think Stacy will be going back to the house either Wednesday or Thursday. Don't worry," he said after seeing the look of concern on my face. "We'll still keep an eye on her."
I thanked him and told him to convey my thanks to Gwen as well. Well, that was it. I'd give the signed divorce papers to Brite, he'd file them and in six months we'd be divorced. Once again, I had mixed emotions. It was the end of my marriage, the end of Stacy and me. I thought we'd be together until our dying days and the thought of a future without her was depressing. At the same time I felt relief. It was over and I could move on with my life.
Tuesday morning was the dawn of a new era...although it didn't start as anything special. It started like every other morning, with my alarm going off. I had several shoots that week; nothing big but enough to keep me busy.
In spite of having an apartment, I was still sleeping in the back room. I had no furniture; no bed, no table, no chairs...no nothing. Every day I planned on going out shopping after work but I was always too tired. If I was honest with myself, I wasn't all that busy. I knew a part of my fatigue was due to some mild depression.
I made up my mind I would be living in my apartment by that Sunday, even if I had to sleep and eat on the floor. I was a determined man on Saturday. I bought a bed, table and chairs, and one recliner. I got my computer desk and other office furniture out of storage and set that up in the second bedroom.
I managed to get everything delivered and set up by Sunday evening. I also stocked the fridge and cooked a dinner for myself, after which I made some coffee and sat in my new La-Z-Boy. I looked around at the surrounding walls. It was so quiet—so lonely.
That was pretty much my existence for the following couple of weeks; work...go home to an empty apartment. I did manage to buy a few more things, a TV, some stereo equipment, the essentials. The highlight of things I did during that time was when I worked with Alecta. Sometimes at night I'd find myself fantasizing about her. It was just that though, fantasy. She had become very focused on a modeling career, and as hypocritical as it sounds, I could never marry a model. Models do a lot of traveling and are hit on constantly, a lot of times by very rich men who want to be seen with them. No, especially in view of the way my first marriage ended, I could never marry a model.
The night of Sterling's shoot had arrived. Old man Sterling's kid, Phil, who was VP in charge of marketing, was there along with Chaz. Marcy brought Aaron, her boyfriend, to help with the gear. Between three security guards, two make-up artists and a hair stylist, we were a crew of thirteen.
Planning is crucial in a large production shoot like that. We shot for another hour after sunrise but the streets were already starting to fill up so we had to call it a wrap. I was more than pleased with what we got, so was the client.
Phil Sterling had been hitting on Alecta all night. I really hated to see that. He was twenty years her senior and married. I got her off to the side as we were packing up and warned her about Sterling. She said she had to put up with the same thing at the hotel. She got offers all the time to 'show someone to their room, personally.' She told me not to worry; she was well versed at how to decline men's advances, diplomatically.
Over the next month I used Alecta every chance I had. She was already making more in a week than she was making in a month at the motel. She was still reluctant to give them her notice but the conflict in scheduling forced her hand. It got down to either modeling or the Country Hills Motel. She made the wise choice.
Things were starting to fall into place. Business was good and my apartment was fully furnished. I'd heard from Gwen that Stacy was back at the house and coping. A few of our friends had gone over to visit her and one had lined her up with a secretarial job.
I was going over some images one afternoon when the phone rang. "Marcy," I called out, "can you get that please?"
A minute later she came into the back looking a little startled. "It's Victor Sikorski."
I must have had the same startled expression as my head swiveled around in her direction. Victor Sikorski was Chicago's premier photographer. He was world famous and shot for Vogue, Mademoiselle, and Elle among many others. He was also responsible for launching the careers of some of the top super models in the industry.
"Did he say what he wants?"
"No, he just wants to talk to you," she replied.
For the life of me, I couldn't think of anything I could do for Victor Sikorski but I jumped up and answered the call. "Hello."
"Shayne, this is Victor Sikorski, how are you?"
"Ah...good, Victory, and you?"
"Seventy-three and still feeling like a kid," he joked. "Listen, I won't use up your time but I was interested in using a girl for a shoot. She's not listed with any of the agencies so I asked around and everyone told me to check with you. She's a brunette with dark eyes..."
"Alecta," I said, cutting him off. "Yeah, I've been using her a lot."
"Alecta--great name. Do you think she'd be available for a fashion shoot next week?"
"I can almost guarantee it, Victor. Can I give her your number and have her call you?"
"By all means, I'd appreciate it. Let me give you another number in case she can't get me in the studio."
Victor gave me his cell number and asked that I made sure I told her to call by the following evening. He had to get someone booked and he wouldn't be able to wait too long. Marcy was standing next to me the whole time I was talking to him.
"He wants to use Alecta?" she asked as soon as I hung up.
"Yeah," I said, maybe sounding a little less enthused than I should have.
"Don't you want her to do it?"
"Yeah, of course I want her to do it...it's just...well, I was hoping to be able to use her a little more, that's all." As I said it I could hear how selfish it sounded.
"What do you mean?"
"Marcy, this is her break. I don't know who his client is but you can bet she's going to make more for this one shoot than she's made with us since she started. I'm happy for her, it's..."
Marcy interrupted. "Shayne, she owes you. God, she wouldn't even be modeling if it wasn't for you. I can't picture her dumping us because of one shoot with Sikorski."
"She won't have a choice, Marcy. As soon as her picture hits the international market with his name next to it she'll be in demand all over the world. You can bet on it. She'll be making ten times what we could afford to pay her."
I thought of Alecta as my prodigy and almost hated to give her Victor's message. It was almost like losing two women in my life. Not that I thought there'd ever be anything romantically between us but I was very fond of her.
I called her right away. At first she argued with me. She said she just wanted to work with me but I told her she'd never make a living just working for one photographer. I almost ordered her to call Victor as soon as we hung up. She finally promised she would.
I didn't hear back from her for a while and wondered if she really called or blew it off. It was four days later that she burst into the studio and almost jumped into my arms.
"I got it, I got it," she screamed. "I got the job with Victor. Shayne, how can I ever thank you? Thirty-five hundred dollars for one shoot; you believe that, thirty-five hundred dollars."
She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me with all her might. Marcy was standing there with an, 'I told you so,' smirk on her face. I had no illusions though. I knew Alecta would soon be an international star in the business and I doubted that I'd ever see her again.
"Just remember what I taught you and remember what I told you about guys like Phil Sterling. They'll be coming out of the woodwork now that you're in the big time. Just stay focused."
"Yes, daddy," she said with a giggle.
"You'll also have to register with a couple of major agencies. They'll take part of your pay but that's how other photographers will be able to find you. I made up a three hundred composite cards for you. The first ones you want to hit are Ford's and Wihelmina. They'll distribute the cards to their agencies in New York, L.A. and Paris..."
"Paris!" she screamed. "You really think I might get to Paris?"
"I can almost guarantee it," I told her with a forced smile. I know it sounds like a wimp thing to do but I was having a hard time holding back a few tears as I handed her the comp cards I'd made.
"I'll do it tomorrow," she promised, then kissed me on the cheek. "I don't know how I'll ever thank you, Shayne; you too, Marcy," she said, looking over her shoulder.
Marcy just smiled and wished her luck.
As Alecta left the studio, or maybe I should say floated out of the studio on a cloud, I knew I'd never see her again—not in person.
"Thirty-five hundred bucks for one shoot?" asked an astonished Marcy.



"By this time next year she'll be working with the world's best photographers and making four times that," I said. "She'll be socializing with the rich and famous and you and I won't even be a distant memory."
I looked into the sad face of my faithful companion. "Come on," I said with a second forced smile, "let's get back to work."
For the next couple of months that's exactly what I did...work; work, work, and more work. I guess that's what a lot of people do in situations like mine; they throw themselves into their jobs. The positive side was the money, I was making more than I'd ever made in my life. The negative side was the loneliness.
Marcy had been pushing me to start dating again but I really just wasn't in the mood. Truth be told, finding out your wife is screwing another man can have a devastating effect on a person's confidence level.
Out of all the couples that Stacy and I hung around with when we were married, Jerry and Gwen were the only ones to keep in contact. They had me over for dinner once and I'd met Jerry over an after work beer a couple of times. They didn't rub my nose in it but they would casually keep me up to date on Stacy. I imagined they did the same for her.
I guess she was going to try and keep the house but after paying the bills a couple months in a row, she gave up on the idea. Whenever she could, Gwen, ever the optimist, just happened to mention that Stacy wasn't dating either. I guess I couldn't blame her for trying.
One day I realized I had kept myself so busy with work I was unaware of the date. Of course I kept a close watch on my schedule; Monday, this shoot, Wednesday, that shoot—but as far as where we actually were in the calendar year, I had been completely oblivious. Each day just kind of melted into another. It was Marcy who jostled me from my ephemeris funk.
"Shayne, I do have Labor Day off, right? Aaron and I are going to his parents."
"Labor Day?" I uttered.
"Yeah, it's Monday."
"Ah, yeah, yeah of course you're off," I replied.
Later that evening I sat in my apartment, thinking summer was coming to a close. I usually enjoyed summers but I sure hadn't enjoyed that one. Summers had always been fun for Stacy and me—going to the beach, socializing with friends, going on site-seeing trips in the car...
I looked all the way back to April and that screwed up shoot in Peoria, trying to remember just one truly happy moment I'd had since then...there were none, and now the summer was almost gone. It was downright depressing.
Things picked up a little the very next day. Jerry called to invite me to a Labor Day party at his house. At first I was reluctant. I figured Stacy would be there and I really wasn't ready for that yet, but he told me she had other plans. I didn't ask what they were. He finally talked me into going and I was actually looking forward to it.
It turned out to be a beautiful, warm, sunny day so everything was set up in their back yard. When I got there I saw a lot of people I hadn't seen in months. Of course everyone told me how sorry they were to hear about Stacy and me but once that was out of the way I was starting to enjoy myself. In addition to the usual crowd there were a few people I didn't recognize.
I spotted one woman in particular. She wasn't a raving beauty but she was attractive and had a body that wouldn't quit. The tight white shorts she had sprayed on were inciting some stiffness problems that could prove to be embarrassing. I watched her for a little bit and she didn't seem to with anyone but about the time I was going to introduce myself, somebody came up and started talking. When I got a chance to look back over she was gone.
I didn't want to be perceived as a stalker, or even worse, appear desperate, so I grabbed a paper plate and wandered over to the grill. I was waiting for Jerry to flip a burger on a bun for me when she walked up behind us.
"You're the photographer, right?"
Jerry and I both looked in her direction. Jerry took the lead. "You two haven't met, yet? I'm sorry. Shayne, this is Sidney Ringstrom, she works with Gwen. Sid, this is Shayne Burke, and yes, he's the photographer...and a hell of a nice guy," he added with a big grin.
"Nice to meet you," she said, reaching out with her hand.
I took it and greeted her likewise. "Are you interested in photography?" I asked while Jerry slipped a burger on each of our buns.
"I don't take pictures myself but I love to see them in magazines and things. Gwen says you're famous."
I had to chuckle as I responded. "No, I'm not famous, not at all. In fact if you walked two blocks away from my studio in any direction, you wouldn't find a soul who knew my name," I said, correcting what she'd been told. "I am proud of my work, though."
We drifted over to a couple of chairs sitting in the shade of a tree and talked while dining on our holiday cuisine. She was from some little town down state I'd never heard of and had only been in the Chicago area for three years. She really did seem to be very nice.
She was also playful and funny with a good sense of humor. We had each other laughing several times; the first time for me in a long time. I couldn't help but wonder what she'd be like in bed. I still had a month to go before being officially divorced but if I got the chance to get laid I wasn't going to pass it up.
During the day we split up several times as others made demands on our time but we always found our way back to each other. As the party started to wind down I was going to ask for her number but she beat me to it.
"I'd love to see your studio someday."
"Anytime," I told her, "just name it."
"Really? Are you open on weekends?"
"No, but that doesn't mean you can't come to see it. Saturday...Sunday...what's good for you? I live only a few blocks from it so it's no big deal for me to be there. Half the time I'm there on weekends editing pictures anyway."
The next morning Marcy commented on the smile that stretched across my face. I must admit, I felt good. I made reservations at a nice restaurant in the city and planned to take Sid out for dinner after showing her around the studio, Saturday. She seemed interested at the party so I was pretty confident she'd accept my invitation. I even caught myself quietly singing under my breath while setting up for a shoot—something I used to do all the time.
Marcy asked a couple of times during the day, what was going on? I told her, nothing. I was just feeling a little better. She looked at me suspiciously but let it drop.
Saturday, I got to the studio a little early so I could tidy it up a little. I had coffee brewing and a few beers in the small fridge when she walked in. I was a little disappointed when I saw she wasn't wearing those skin-tight shorts but she still looked good in a short skirt. We walked around while I explained how things worked and what I used this and that for. She wanted to see some of my work so we went into the office and had a beer while I showed her some of the final edits from ad shots I'd done recently.
One of the reasons I don't drink a lot of beer is that it goes right through me. I left her sitting in front of the computer screen as I excused myself to go take a leak. When I returned, not more than a minute later, she was gone. I only had the one bathroom so I knew she wasn't in there. I couldn't image she'd left so I called out her name.
"In here," she answered.
It sounded like her voice came from the studio so I wandered in. I found her standing in front of my strobe lights—naked. "Okay, show me how to pose," she said, wearing only a smile.
It's funny, on occasion an assignment will require I work with a nude model. When it's business it doesn't affect me. It's simply part of the job...but walking into a room and seeing a beautiful naked body on a woman I want to fuck had the same effect on me as it would anyone else. I got an instant hard on. I really wanted her right then and there. Unfortunately, the fact that she was in the studio and not waiting for me in my bed led me to believe she wasn't quite ready for step two yet, so...
"Hold on," I said. "If we're going to do this we're going to do it right." I changed the backdrop and moved some "boudoir" looking furniture into place. I showed her how to pose and took some tasteful, artistic nudes of her. She wasn't expecting anything like that. I think she thought I'd snap a picture of her standing there in her birthday suit and that would be it.
We spent about an hour shooting. When we were done I handed her a robe and we went into the office to upload the shots into the computer. I never saw anyone get so excited when she saw them. I did a couple quick edits on the best ones and made her some prints. She jumped at my offer to go have dinner, after which we wound up at my place. She wasn't real impressed.
"Hmmm," she hummed while looking around, "I see your artistic talent for photography doesn't carry over in your taste for furniture." She was smiling when she said it but she was right.
"I don't need much," I replied. I spend eighty percent of my time at the studio. All I need here is a place to eat and sleep."
"Sleep...yes," she said coquettishly. "Where do you do that?"
I'm sure my heart started beating just a little faster. "Right this way," I said as I took her hand and led her down the hall. The bedroom furniture wasn't much better than what I had in the living room but I did have a nice, queen sized mattress. At the time I bought it I was looking ahead to occasions just like this.
Without saying a word, Sid turned, put her arms around my neck and pulled me in for a kiss. Our tongues were still dueling as she slipped her hands between us and started to unbutton my shirt. Slowly we undressed one another before reclining on the bed. I loved the way her body twisted and writhed to my every touch. She literally screamed my name as I manipulated her nipple between my teeth.
Slowly I kissed my way down until the wet lips of my mouth joined the wet lips of her pussy.
"Oh God, oh God," she screamed again and again. I felt her hands on the back of my head gently pushing me further into her depths of womanhood. I felt her body tense, her back arched as she threw her head back, screaming in ecstasy.
I slowed down and gently licked her pussy while she gradually returned from her euphoric high. I had to smile, it had been a few months since I'd been able to give that kind of pleasure to a woman. It felt good.
She was still breathing a little heavy as I crawled into position. I needed relief myself. I was so hard I could have used my cock as a billy-club. Anxiously, Sid reached down and guided me in. She put her arms around my neck and looked into my eyes as I started to move. The more I stroked the more ragged her breathing became. Before I knew it she was again in the throes of a full-blown orgasm. I felt her nails dig into my back as she screamed. Her legs wrapped around my back and she pulled me in tighter as her body bucked back and forth.
I didn't want to come yet so again I slowed, waiting for the urge to pass, I leaned down and kissed her.
On the second round I could hold back no more. Sid grabbed my neck and pulled me down, flat against her chest as we came together. After a few minutes I rolled off of her and to the side.
"Oh God, I needed that," she chuckled between deep breaths.
"You too?" I chuckled back.
I tried to talk her into staying the night but she said she had work the following day and needed to get home. I did talk her into a shower before leaving.
"Oh Jesus, did I do that?" she asked, tracing the scratches on my back with her finger.
I smiled. "That's alright," I responded, "I'm thinking about going without a shirt for the next few days so I can display them proudly."
With hot water raining over us, we did it one more time before she left.
***
It was the first really cold day of the season when the last remains of my marriage arrived in the mail. I wondered if it was an omen. Sid and I had been getting together two or three times a week for a romp in the sheets but there was no real spark there for either of us. As soon as I saw the envelope from the Cook County Clerk's Office I pulled it out and laid the rest of the mail on the counter. It was all business related so Marcy went through it.
"You were wrong," she said, holding a card in her hand.
"Wrong...about what?"
"You said we'd never hear from Alecta again. She sent us a post card—from Paris."
"No kidding, what'd she say?"
She read me the short note. "I made it. I still don't know how I'll ever thank you. Love, Alecta."
Her timing couldn't have been better. Reading the words, "Dissolution of Marriage," is disheartening, I don't care what anyone says. But Alecta's post card kind of balanced the scale; the end of one chapter...the beginning of another.
A month later we had snow on the ground and temperatures in the mid-thirties already. Winter was getting a running start.
I had rekindled a few friendships at Jerry's Labor Day party so I did get invited here and there once in a while. Sometimes Sid would come with me but I still wasn't actively dating. Evidently Stacy seemed to be doing betting in that respect than I was. I'd heard through the grapevine that she was going out with a nice guy she'd met at work. Apparently they'd gone to a company Labor Day picnic together. That's why she wasn't at Jerry's. Inwardly I wished her well. Hell, at one time I had loved that woman with all my heart. I couldn't hold a grudge forever.
If you've ever been to Chicago in the winter you know about the detestable parking problems. I didn't care how cold and blustery it was, if I didn't need my car for a job I left it sitting in my parking spot, filled a travel cup with some hot coffee, and walked the thirteen blocks to the studio. My route always took me past an outdoor magazine stand, one of the last few remnants of days gone by in older Chicago. Of course I always glanced at the covers as I passed.
On one particularly cold morning in late February the cover of Vogue's March issue caught my eye. The headline read; "The World's Newest Supermodels," and pictured below, looking outrageously gorgeous, was Alecta. Credit for the shot was given to Scufalo, probably the most famous photographer of the day.
I was truly happy for her and smiled as I walked by. I thought, who knows, maybe we'll run into each other someday. Of course the likelihood of that happening was pretty remote. She traveled in different circles than I did, these days. Oh well, I can always say I knew her...of course no one would ever believe me.
I had been at the studio for about fifteen minutes and was getting ready for the day when a very excited Marcy came bursting in from the side door. "Shayne, did you see this?" she almost screamed while waving her copy of Vogue around in her hand.
"Yeah, I'm happy for her," I said. I was a little surprised at her enthusiasm. Marcy had been a little antagonistic toward Alecta because she never came back and worked with us again.
"That's it! You're happy for her? Did you read the article?"
"No, I just saw the cover on the way in."
"Shayne, they interviewed some of the newest top models in the business. Alecta's is the very first one. Shayne, the whole thing is about you."
"What?" I wasn't sure I heard her right.
"She talks about how you discovered her when she was a check in girl for the motel. She tells how you worked with her and taught her everything she knows. She says she thought of you as a second father because you always looked out for her and protected her. AND," she emphasized the word, "she says, while working with some of the finest, most talented photographers in the world, she felt you were equally as talented. She even mentions me."
"Let me see that," I said, reaching for the publication. I sat on a stool and read. Sure thing, it was all there. I had gotten a lot of accolades in my career, had a lot of clients who praised my work, but never had I ever gotten this kind of acclaim.
"What do you think of her now?" I asked my grinning assistant.
"Hey, I always liked Alecta," she sheepishly replied. I just laughed.
The first call came from Victor, congratulating me. He said he was a little jealous that she didn't even mention him but he thought I deserved everything she said. I thanked him. Wow, I thought.
His call was followed by several more from lessor renowned people but every one made me feel good. About three o'clock in the afternoon I answered my cell and heard a voice I hadn't heard in months.
"Hi, Shayne."
"Stacy," she sounded a lot better than the last time I talked to her. "Hi, how are you?"
"I'm okay. Boy," she said with a slight chuckled, "when I mess up I really mess up, don't I. If I hadn't been so stupid I'd be married to a world famous photographer."
It was my turn to chuckle. "Sorry to burst your fantasy there, but I'm still the same old hard working photographer you've always known."
"You won't be for long," she countered. "I think that model you helped just launched a whole new career for you. I just wanted to call and congratulate you, Shayne. You truly deserve everything good that comes your way. You're a great photographer and an even greater person."
I still cared for that woman. I knew that because her call meant more to me than all the others combined. "Thank you, Stacy. I also want to wish you the best. I understand you have a new man in your life."
"Ha, ha," I could visualize her laugh as she spoke. "I see the information highway goes both ways when it comes to our friends," she chuckled. "They've been dropping little tidbits here and there about you, too. I am dating someone. His name is spencer. He's an inside salesman where I work. He's really a nice man, Shayne, you'd like him."
"Well, I meant it when I said I wish you the best, Stacy."
"Thanks, Shayne."
With that we said our goodbyes. Hearing her voice made me remember some of the good times we shared. I could close my eyes and visualize her nude body standing in front of me. I could smell her scent, feel the softness of her skin...taste her nectar. The deep emotional love I once felt; however, was gone, and with it was the anger and pain. She was right about one thing though, that article launched a whole new career for me.
From that day forward my life started to change dramatically. My first big break was shooting the cover for Chicago Magazine; then it was out to California for a swimsuit company. From there it was an editorial fashion shoot for Elle Magazine. Next it was back to the studio for a national ad campaign for Maybelline.
I moved Marcy up in rank from my assistant to my assistant photographer and hired three new assistants, two for me and one for her. I also had to invest in more equipment. I hated to do it but I shelled out forty two grand on one camera and that didn't include the lenses. They were another eighteen grand. Marcy was concerned about location shoots and not having the proper lighting so I invested in battery operated studio lights that we could take on location; two grand each...I got six, three for her and three for me.
Over the following months we were sent on assignment to Iceland, the Greek Islands, and London. Marcy and I were working with movie stars, super models, celebrities, and the elites of society.
It was a Thursday in mid-summer by the time we got back to Chicago. Aaron was waiting for us when we landed at O'Hare about mid-afternoon. I never saw two people who missed each other more. When they saw one another they both ran toward the other so fast I thought they'd collide and kill themselves. Aaron helped load all our equipment into the SUV but then I told them to take off. I said I could handle it from there. Marcy asked if I was sure. I just nodded my head and told her not to worry about work and take a three day weekend.



All I wanted to do was settle down in my humble little abode and relax, but first I had to stop by the studio and unload. It really did feel good to be home. It almost felt as if the walls hugged me as I walked in. It was almost eight o'clock by the time I walked into my apartment.
Good old frozen dinners; I still had a couple. I popped one in the microwave and started a pot of coffee. I tried to stay up and watch a little TV but fell asleep in the chair. I had no idea what time I woke up and stumbled into bed but it was nearly ten the next morning when I finally woke up.
By the time I showered, dressed, and walked down to Denny's for breakfast and back, it was noon when I made my first call for the day; it was to my business manager. Yeah, I was big time now. I needed him. He was Steve Warren. All my business calls went through him. He would in turn call me when he knew I had time to talk and we would discuss what jobs I would take, then he would schedule them. He would also make all the travel plans and reservations. There was no way I could do all that myself anymore.
When we talk there is no chitchat; no—how was your trip, or anything like that, just business. As soon as he picked up on the other end he got right to it.
"How would you like to work with Alecta?"
"Really? I'd love it."
"How'd you like to shoot the Sports Illustrated swim suit edition?"
"You got to be kidding?" There were a few jobs in my industry where being picked to shoot was equivalent to winning a prestigious award, the SI swim suit was one of them. "I supposed you're going to tell me I have to pick between one or the other?"
"Nope; Alceta's already been accepted to be one of the models. She suggested you for the shoot and SI's editor thought it was a good idea."
"I'm in," I enthusiastically yelled into the phone. "Where are we going to shoot?"
"Bora Bora," he replied. "Now, hold on, I'm not done yet. It's nothing definite yet but your name is also being bandied around to shoot next year's Pirelli calendar."
I was speechless. The Pirelli calendar was another such prestigious shoot. "I won't get my hopes up on that one, Steve." I think I was suffering from assignment overload. I just couldn't see myself getting both jobs. He had also booked a shoot at the studio on Wednesday for Feminine Classics. He said they wanted a rainy night scene for a new line of raincoats. Since there wasn't a drop of moisture predicted I'd have to create the rain myself. I already had a pretty good idea how and where to do the shot.
After we hung up I had to celebrate. I called Sid and invited her out to dinner on Saturday...as well as a roll in the hay, later. I also called Jerry to let him know I was back in town. He and Gwen immediately invited me over for Sunday dinner to hear all about my adventures. I had sent them a few postcards from various faraway lands.
I never leave things till the last minute so I drove down to the studio to unpack my gear and get started on some sketches for Wednesday's shoot. As usual, whenever I get involved in something work related, time got away from me and the next thing I knew my stomach was growling. I called it a day and went home for some dinner and a good night's sleep.
Saturday night was enjoyable. As I said before, there were no romantic sparks between Sid and me but we had become good friends with benefits. She was intelligent, a good conversationalist, and damn good in bed. We went out to a nice restaurant for dinner then to a jazz club she liked. We got back to my place about midnight. By that time we were both hot to trot.
We started undressing each other as soon as the front door closed. We left a trail of socks, panties, bra, and jockey shorts that a blind man could follow to the bedroom. By the time we reached the bed we were both naked. Usually, Sid hops aboard the mattress but this time she pushed me backwards. The back of my legs hit the sideboard and sat with flop.
"Spread'em," she demanded.
I did as she ordered, and was I glad I did. Sit knelt between my legs and encircled my hard cock with her moist lips. I put my hands behind me and leaned back. I'd never had anyone who could deep throat like Sid. I could feel her nose buried in my pubic hair and her chin bouncing against my balls.
About the time juices were starting to stir, she backed off with an impish grin. She teased the head with the tip of her tongue then licked the entire shaft like it was a lollypop. "Oooh, that's getting much too big to carry around," she said with grin. "I know just the place to keep it."
She climbed on the bed next to me and lay down. I was going to help lubricate her with my fingers but she didn't need it.
"I'm already all set, baby, just stick it in," she said in a husky voice.
She really did feel good as I slid in and out of those smooth, warm, welcoming heavenly gates. Throughout the night we fucked two more times with another blow job in between. Since she had no work the next day she spent the night. I loved it when she did that because our communal showers the next morning were always memorable.
Sunday was my day to have dinner at Gwen and Jerry's. They both wanted to hear all about Greece. They'd always wanted to go but couldn't afford it. They were still saving up though so they wanted to know all about it.
I called to see if they had room for one more and brought Sid with me. I pretty much kept everyone in awe all during dinner and for a while afterward. They all almost jumped out of their seats when I told them I shot Nicole Reynolds in London for a magazine ad. Nicole was one of the biggest movie stars of the silver screen; not to mention she was absolutely gorgeous.
Then there was super model Claudia Stafford. Jerry wasn't familiar with her but Gwen knew who I was talking about. I was surprised when she disappeared for a minute then came back with a Victoria's Secret catalog and pointed her out to Jerry. His eyes about bugged out of his head. "Damn," was his only comment.
"Let me see," requested Sid. Gwen showed her the picture of Claudia adorned in a see-through bra and panty set. Sid looked up at me with a raised eyebrow. I simply smiled.
"Did you guys get my postcards?" I asked.
"Yeah, so did your ex," Spouted Jerry before Gwen tried to shush him.
"My ex? I didn't send her any postcards.
"I...I accidently dropped one when she was here for coffee one day," explained Gwen. "She was sitting at the kitchen table when I set the mail down. I didn't know it was there until it dropped on the floor. It slid under her chair so she picked it up to give it back and saw it was from you.
"It was the one from the Virgin Islands. She didn't say anything but she had tears in her eyes as she handed it back."
I couldn't help a little sigh. I knew how she must have felt. "It had to be the one from there," I responded. "We went there on our honeymoon. Except for that trip we took to Nova Scotia a few years ago it was the only time she'd been outside of the United States. She always wanted to go back. Knowing I was there without her had to really hurt."
"I feel sorry for her," volunteered Sid. "I'll bet a day doesn't go by that she doesn't regret what she did."
"I know that for a fact," Gwen replied.
Later that evening Gwen and Sid went off for some girl talk so Jerry and I strolled out to his deck with a couple of beers.
"You really are living the good life, aren't you," he commented, "London, Greece, exotic islands...damn, man."
"You're right about that. Every day I wake up wondering if it's all just a dream."
"I don't think Stacy will ever forgive herself. She and Gwen still talk almost every day. She can't believe how she screwed up. She says you'd have taken her along to Europe with you."
"She's right. If we were still married there's no way I would have left her home. The last time I talked to her though, she was going out with some guy she'd met at work. She said he was real nice. Are they still dating?"
"Yeah, Spencer; he is a really nice guy. We've all gone out to dinner together on a few occasions but...well, he's boring. He's a salesman and he just always seems to be selling. I don't mean it literally. He doesn't hold up a box of soap or anything like that. It's just the way he talks. He loves Stacy though. You can see it in his eyes every time he looks at her. I think they'll probably wind up getting married."
"Good, I'm happy for her," I said with sincerity. "You know, Jerry, it's really funny how things work out. If I hadn't come home that day and discovered Stacy was cheating on me, I'd never be where I am professionally. I'd still be shooting for a few local ad agencies."
"You're a talented guy, Shayne. It was only a matter of time..."
"No way," I replied before he even finished his statement. "I would have never walked into that motel and seen Alecta. That's what started the whole thing. I worked with her and was responsible for getting her started as a model. In turn she recommended me for a couple of major shoots and here I am."
I took a swig of beer and continued. "I have to tell you, Jerry, I'm having a ball. I'm not usually the kind to kiss and tell and please—don't say anything to anyone else, not even Gwen, but you know I said I worked with Nicole Reynolds and Claudia...well I also slept with both of them."
That got Jerry's attention. "What?" he almost screamed.
"Shhh," I admonished him. "Yep, both of them...and they weren't the only ones. I sucked on Kate's nipples too."
"Kate?" Jerry was about to ask Kate who when he got my clue about her nipples. "You don't mean—Kate?" he said while putting his hands under his chest and pushing up, trying to imitate a set of boobs.
"Yep, that's exactly who I mean; ex Playboy centerfold and movie star. And you know what...they're real," I said with a big grin. "I played motorboat with those puppies for three nights in a row in the Virgin Islands. She also gives one hell of a blow-job. Of course there's no way I would have done that if I was still married.
"I'm telling you, Jerry, it's like magic. All of sudden people know my name. I meet a beautiful woman and she comes on to me. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever consider my career would get to this point. I just got word the other day that I'm going to shoot the next Sports Illustrated issue. I'm also in contention for a Pirelli calendar. I'm at the top of my profession, Jerry, and it happened practically overnight."
I took another sip. "I was thinking the other night, being in love and having someone in love with you is wonderful. I'll admit there are times when I miss it, especially when I see you and Gwen together or Marcy and her guy. But right now I'm having the time of my life. I'm not saying that I won't settle down again someday, I'm sure I will, but for right now I'm going to enjoy being a swinging bachelor. Until cupid's arrow finds me, I am going to make as much money, do as much traveling, and sleep with as many movie stars and super models as I can," I told him with a big grin.
"To you and bachelorhood," Jerry said, holding up his beer for a toast.
"To bachelorhood," I repeated, clinking our bottles together.
Epilogue:
I really had a blast shooting with Alecta again. When she first saw me arrive on location in Bora Bora, she ran up and jumped in my arms like I was her long, lost daddy. We always worked well together and out of the six models SI had hired for the shoot, she was selected for the cover.
Since then I've pretty much been around the world on one assignment or another. Marcy and Aaron got married. He quit his job and I put him on the payroll so they could travel together. He doesn't make much but Marcy is doing very well so it works out.
I'm doing exactly what I told Jerry I would. So far I think I've fucked my way through half of Hollywood's most gorgeous stars and most of the cover girl super models. I made it a goal to screw every top Victoria's Secret model and I only have two to go.
I still get home now and then. When I do I always check in with friends, especially Jerry and Gwen as well as Sid. The last time I visited they told me Stacy and Spencer were getting married. I still hadn't met him, he evidently knew all about me, though. According to Gwen, Stacy never stops talking about me...poor Spencer. Gwen told me Stacy was trying to decide if she should invite me to the wedding. I asked the date and it turned out I would be on assignment in the Cayman Islands at the time, anyway.
Well, I have to catch a flight to L.A. I've been invited to a party at the Playboy mansion. Who knows, maybe I'll meet the girl of my dreams there...maybe not. I'm sure as hell going to get laid though.
The End.
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"Under the influence"
When I was young and reckless I would sometimes drink quite heavily. I have no idea how it was that I never got stopped because there were many a night when I found myself in the parking lot of my apartment complex and had no idea how I got there.
One night I got so stinking drunk I tripped and fell across a railroad track while staggering back to my car. I tried to get up but couldn't get my equilibrium and just flopped around between the wooden ties and rocks like a freshly caught trout.
About the time I was considering to just sleep it off right there, I was suddenly bathed in bright light and heard a train whistle. I looked up and saw the gigantic engine bearing down on me as it signaled my impending doom. In my panic, I tried again and again to stand but couldn't. I finally regained enough control over my body to crawl out of the way about ten seconds before being crushed under its steel wheels.
Later that night, as I sobered up, I made a promise to myself; never get drunk again! No, I didn't go to AA, I didn't take any twelve step programs, and I didn't stop drinking. I simply drank responsibly from that night forward. I never got drunk or even a little tipsy again. While out with the guys, I'd nurse one or two beers all night; on dates maybe I would have a glass of wine but that was it.
I'm still like that today. I haven't had so much as a buzz in over ten years. That's why I was surprised one night when my wife, Cora, and two friends of ours, Brad and Susie Cunningham, seemed to be attempting to get me drunk. I suspected there was some kind of a bet going on. Someone was betting they could get me drunk and somebody was betting against them. I was hoping my wife was the latter. We could always use a little extra money.
The evening started out normal enough. Cora informed me two days prior that she had invited the Cunningham's to dinner. I wouldn't call them our best friends but we'd known each other for a few years and got together every so often.
Cora and I were both still in the kitchen when she saw their car lights hit the picture window in the living room as they turned into the drive. "Honey, can you get the roast out of the oven while I go greet them," asked Cora, undoing the bow behind her apron.
"Sure, honey. You go let them in and I'll be there in a minute." I put on a pair of oven mitts and could hear mutterings of the usual welcoming banter coming from the front hall as I pulled the roaster from the oven. I set it on the stove and checked to make sure it was done. I was already heading for the gleesome threesome when everything unexpectedly went quiet. As I rounded the corner I thought I picked up on some whispering between the three of them. Of course I had no reason yet to be suspicious. "Hey, hey, there'll be no secrets in this house," I joked. My jovial comment seemed to catch them all off guard.
"Hey, old buddy," replied Brad, being the first to bounce back.
"Hi Steve," Susie interjected before I had a chance to answer her husband. She reached up and kissed me on the cheek as Cora hung up their coats in the hall closet.
"Hey, what's a guy got to do to get a drink around here," Brad bellowed as we shook hands.
Now I was the one slightly taken aback. We'd barely said hi and he was already harassing me for a drink? I was beginning to wonder if they'd already had a couple before coming over.
"Just follow me," I responded. They all tailed me into the den and took seats while I played host and made the drinks. I handed both Cora and Susie a glass of white wine. Brad was a vodka martini man. I didn't have to ask, if he ever changed his drink I think I'd faint. I popped the top of my lite beer just before handing Brad his martini.
"Why don't you make one of these for yourself and join me?"
"Nah, I'll stick with what I've got," I responded.
"Beer, beer, beer," he muttered. "You're no fun. Come on, Steverino, be a man tonight; make yourself a real drink," he said holding up his martini to illustrate, a real drink.
Much to my surprise, Cora chimed in. "Yeah, honey. I don't think I've ever seen you with anything but a beer before. Why not join Brad."
I looked at my wife a little stunned. We had never really talked about why I didn't drink heavily. I wasn't proud of the way I used to get smashed. Unlike some, I never thought of getting drunk as one of life's major accomplishments so I never discussed it with Cora. I wasn't trying to keep it from her, it just never came up in conversation. Still, after 7 years of marriage you'd think she'd know I didn't drink to get drunk.
Her comment was my first clue that something was going on. Whatever it was, it must have been what they were whispering about when they first came in. That meant all three of them were in on it.
Immediately my mind went into search mode. What could they be planning? It had to be something to do with my drinking...or the lack thereof. I came to the only conclusion I could think of—a bet. Since no one had ever seen me drunk before, I was sure Brad bragged that he could get me sloshed and Cora probably bet him he couldn't...but why would she encourage me to drink? Maybe she just wanted to make sure Brad and Susie couldn't accuse her of cheating some way when it was time to pay off. Or, maybe it was Susie who bet in my favor.
"Maybe later," I said. This all seemed so strange. I needed some time to mull things over.
I began to really doubt my wife was in my corner at dinner when she tried giving me another beer before I was even half done with my first one.
I decided the only way I was going to find out what the hell was going on was to play along—but how? I couldn't very well pour my beer down the drain and say I drank it...too noticeable. I thought of a plan.
After dinner we all retired to the living room. Cora and the Cunningham's took their seats while I headed for the bar. "Another martini, Brad?"
"Does the Pope crap in the woods?"
"I'm guessing that's a yes," I replied to the crude remark. "You know—maybe I will have one with you. I'll make a pitcher." I watched closely as everyone looked at each other and grinned. That's when I guessed that maybe they were all trying to get me drunk just to see if they could. It was all I could think of. Well, the joke would be on them. I was going to play it to the hilt.
While everyone was talking and not paying attention to me, I made two pitchers; one of martinis and one consisting of nothing more than lemon-water. If I put it in a martini glass and dropped an olive in it no one would be the wiser. I set the martinis on top of the bar and the other pitcher on the shelf behind the bar. As long as no one watched me pour them I was home free.
I brought another glass of white wine for each of the ladies then went back for the martinis. As I handed Brad his glass I could feel everyone's eyes on me as I took a sip from mine. I wished I could immediately start acting drunk but obviously they'd never fall for that so I had to play it cool for a while and allow myself to get slowly inebriated.
As we sat and talked it didn't take me long to down my drink. I got up and went to the bar. "Brad, another one?"
"No thanks, Steve, I still have some but you go ahead."
I made sure no one was watching and poured another lemon-water, added an olive and rejoined the group. I didn't want to make it look obvious so I took a little more time with that one.
After another twenty or thirty minutes of conversation, Cora asked for another white wine.
"Yeah, me too," mentioned Susie.
"You might as well make it another round for all of us, Stevers," added Brad.
Again, I poured drinks all around. So far all I had was the one beer but everyone thought I'd had three martinis on top of it; time to start showing some effects. I purposely started talking a little slower, even stopping a couple times to gather my thoughts.
During the next hour I had two more to everyone else's one. By then I was letting my eyelids droop and slurring my speech. For a few minutes I just sat without talking and let my head bob up and down. I had to make it believable so I struggled to my feet, staggered to the bar, and poured one more for myself then stumbled back and flopped down in my chair. I finished it in three swallows before finally closing my eyes and letting my chin fall to my chest. There I stayed.
I heard Susie's voice first. "Is he out?"
Cora started to shake my shoulder. "Honey...honey are you okay?"
"He's out like a light," I heard Brad say. "I knew I could drink him under the table."
"Ah, I...I'm not sure this is going to work," said Cora.
"Sure it will, honey. When he wakes up tomorrow thinking we had sex together he's going to feel guilty as hell. You know him. He's going to be devastated."
What the...this didn't sound like any kind of bet to me. I sat perfectly still and listened.
"That's just it, Susie, I...I just can't do that to him."
"Oh come on, Cora," I heard Brad's voice bellow. "You can't back out now-after all this? No way."
"Yeah, Cora, come on. So far the plan has worked perfectly. Later tonight we'll take some of Brad's cum and smear it all over Steve's cock. There's no way he'll know it's not his. He'll be thoroughly convinced we had sex. Once he thinks he and I have already slept together, Brad's convinced he can talk him into swapping again, only next time when he's sober. We talked about this, Cora."
"Yeah, I know but talking about it and actually doing it are two different things."
Okay, the only decision I had to make was whether I wanted to fight for my marriage or toss Cora out on her ass. She sounded like she was backing out. I could give her the benefit of the doubt and just open my eyes and stop everything in its tracks. The problem is I would always wonder if she would have gone through with it. That little unanswered question would haunt me till my dying day. So, I'd fake it a little longer and see what she was going to do. If she decided to go ahead I would throw her out with the other two.
I perceived someone getting up from the couch then heard Brad's voice. "Come on, let's get him upstairs. I'll take his shoulders. Susie, you take his feet. Come on, Cora, give us a hand."
Brad grabbed me under my arms. I was just about to call a halt to the whole thing when Cora's panicky voice gave me new hope.
"Stop! No, no I can't do this. I must have been crazy to agree to it."
"Cora, we..."
"No, Brad, no. I am not going to cheat on Steve. He's a good husband. I love him and I'm not going to take a chance on losing him."
"Cora, you're not going to lose him," argued Susie. "He can't possibly blame you for sleeping with Brad if he thinks he slept with me."
"I don't care," Cora emphatically shot back. "I don't care. I'm not going to allow it. I think you guys should go."
Brad started to argue. "Damn it, Cora, we..."
"Cora said to leave, now get out my house mother fucker and take you whore wife with you," I hollard as I jumped from the couch, surprising everyone. "And don't you ever come around here or talk to me or Cora again."
"Oh my God," exclaimed Cora, putting her hand to her mouth.
All three of them almost jumped out of their skin. Brad thought he could talk his way out of it. "Ah...we...we were just kidding there, old buddy. We knew you were faking the whole..."
"Brad, if you're not out of this house by the time I count three I swear you and I are going to go at it. One..."
"Okay, okay. Come on, Susie, let's go."
I looked at my wife whose fear manifested itself in the form of salty droplets of moisture leaking from her eyes and running down her cheeks.
"You want to go with them, go right ahead. You can go fuck dear old Brad anytime you want," I roared.
"No, no," she said, shaking her head. "Please, Steve, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I would have never gone through with it."
"You talked about it though, didn't you."
She knew I heard every word they said and couldn't deny it. She just looked at me, pleading for mercy with her tear-drenched eyes.
"Have you had sex with them already?"
"No, no, never I swear it," she emphatically cried.
I stood there staring at her for a few seconds. Her whole body was literally shaking. If I hadn't listened to the conversation I wouldn't have believed her, but from what I heard it sounded as if this was to be their first liaison. I still hadn't decided whether our marriage was to continue or not.
"What was so important about switching partners with them? Do you have feelings for Brad?"
"No, no not at all. It...I don't know. Susie and I were talking one day and the whole conversation just kind of evolved. The next thing I knew she said Brad was talking about swapping partners."
"And you went along with it." It was a statement, not a question.
"Well...not at first. I said you'd never agree to it. Then Brad hatched this plan. Susie and I talked about it a few more times. Shit, it seems like every time we got together we talk about nothing but."
"So it's Susie? You want to have sex with Susie?"
"No, Steve, that's not..."
"What then?" I questioned, raising my voice. "I'm trying to understand what in the hell would ever possess you to go along with something like this."
I saw her face cringe from the straight forward question.
"I have to tell you, Cora, right now I'm fighting with myself to keep this marriage alive. You can't image how much you let me down tonight. I keep asking myself how a wife who professes to love her husband could plot and scheme behind his back that way. You said it yourself; if your plan had worked I'd have been devastated thinking that I cheated on you. That's not something you just realized tonight, that's something you knew the whole time you were planning your dirty little betrayal. That's something you were counting on. No matter the circumstances you knew how guilty I would feel and you were going to use that guilt against me."
That broke the damn. Cora burst out sobbing with her face in her hands. I'm not made of stone. As angry and hurt as I was, it gave me no pleasure to see her like that. There was a part of me that wanted to put my arms around her and comfort her but there was a larger part of me that saw her pain as a small measure of justice.
I wasn't going to put my arms around her but I didn't want to stand there and watch her cry either, so I turned, walked back into the kitchen and took a beer from the fridge. It was a good ten maybe fifteen minutes before Cora had it under control enough to join me at the kitchen table. She had washed her face in the bathroom sink and had a rolled up tissue in her hand.
She raised her head and looked at me from the opposite side of the table. It looked like she wanted to say something but just couldn't get it out. I waited a few moments but I had questions I needed answered so when it didn't look like she was going to volunteer anything I started again.
"I'm going to ask you something and I want you to think about the answer before just blurting it out."
She rubbed the corner of her eye with the tissue as she nodded.
"Do you still love me; I mean like you used to? Do you still love me as much as when we were married or have you lost it—have I lost it?"
"I don't have to think, Steve, yes I still love you as much today as the when we were married...maybe more."
"Then why, Cora?"
"I...I guess I just never really thought we'd do anything. Eh...it was just kind of a...a fantasy; something naughty, kinky, something fun to think and talk about. When Brad said he could get you drunk I remember thinking, yeah—that'll be the day. I've never even seen him tipsy for as long as I've known him.
"When Brad came up with his plan the three of us talked. It was exciting, but I knew in the back of my mind it would never happen."
"Then why did you try your best to make it happen? You almost challenged me to have a martini with Brad. You tried giving me another beer at dinner. You sure looked like you were trying to make it happen."
"I know I did. I...I don't know. I guess there was a part of me that wanted to see if we really could do it...but I...I never would have gone through with it, Steve, honest. When it hit me what we were really going to do, there's no way I was going to do that to you. You have to believe that, Steve. I do love you. There's no way I could ever hurt you like that," she sobbed.
I guess the pain of the betrayal had almost blocked that part from my mind. She didn't go through with it. When it came right down to it she backed out. It's the only reason I wasn't out the door already. So, I guess I'd come around full circle. I had the same decision to make that I had an hour prior. I had to think; maybe talk to someone. This could very well be the most important decision of my life.
"Cora, I think we need a couple days away from each other. I'm going to check into a motel where I can have some time alone and think."
"Steve, please don't do that. I'll...I'll give you some space, I'll be quiet and won't disturb you but I need you with me."
"No. I need time to really take a look at our marriage. I just don't believe a truly loving spouse would go behind her husband's back and plan something like that. You said it was fun and exciting. That worries me, Cora. Even though you didn't go through with it, how could planning such treachery against a person you love be fun? No, I don't buy it.
"I tried putting myself in your place. I could never have plotted to hurt you, even if I never intended to go through with it. It would have given me no pleasure to come up with a scheme behind your back and I sure as hell wouldn't have considered it fun."
Cora was sobbing so hard by this time I wasn't sure she even heard what I said. I had to get out of there. I packed a few things and came back into the kitchen with my suitcase in hand. She was trying hard to stop from crying. I think she wanted another shot at trying to get me to stay but I wasn't going to give her that chance. I told Cora I'd call her in a day or two and left. I had every intention of checking into one of the many motels in the area but as I started out in the direction of motel-row I had another thought.
I was originally from a small town in Indiana, about eighty miles from where I now lived. My mom passed away a couple years ago but my dad still lived in the house I grew up in. I always considered him to be a pretty smart cookie. I altered my route and pointed the car toward the expressway.
Even with the light traffic the winding, county roads in Indiana slowed me down. I had been so pre-occupied with my troubles I didn't stop to think about the time. All the lights were out in the house when I pulled into dad's drive. I took my phone out my pocket and checked, it was almost two in the morning.
I wasn't sure what I should do and had just about decided I would sleep in the car until morning when I saw a light go on. I couple minutes later the porch light went on. He had the door open by the time I reached it.
"Son," he said sounding shocked. "What's going on? Is someone hurt...Cora?"
"No, not exactly, Dad, she's fine physically, but...well, we're having some problems. I wanted to talk to you but I'm pretty tired. Would it be okay if I slept here tonight?"
"Of course," he responded. "You know where it's at."
We both retired for the night. I didn't realize how tired I was. Between the stress and the long drive I think I was asleep before my head hit the pillow. The first thing I remembered after lying down was the smell of fresh coffee the next morning.



Dad was already showered and dressed by the time I followed my nose to the kitchen. He was waiting for me at the breakfast table. I stumbled over to the counter, took a cup from the cabinet and poured myself some Columbian brew before joining him.
"Dad, how did you know I was here last night? That was down-right spooky."
"We've been having some trouble with kids in the neighborhood. They've been going around shooting out windows in cars and houses with a pellet gun. I guess I've been sleeping with one ear open and didn't even realize it. I heard you pull in before you even shut off the engine."
I just shook my head. For as long as I could remember there had always been a gang of neighborhood hoodlums causing trouble of one kind or another. Of course there was a time when I guess I was considered one of them.
"Are you ready to tell me why I had my son in my driveway at two in the morning?"
That was my dad—straight to the point. I nodded my head as I took a sip of black gold. "Cora and a couple friends tried pulling something on me last night that I...I just can't believe she'd do something like that."
He didn't say anything, just waited for me to continue.
"She and a married couple that we know tried to get me drunk. The plan was to make me think I had sex with the other woman. I guess they were going to try and leverage that into convincing me to swap wives."
"This was something that Cora was going along with?" he probed.
I sat and told dad the whole story; how I first thought it was a bet, how I faked passing out, the reason why Cora said she did what she did, the whole thing.
"So Cora really thought you were out cold when she called a halt to everything?"
"Yeah, I have no doubt she really thought I was drunk. I put on a good show."
"Well, I can certainly see your disappointment in her," he said with a sigh. "What are you going to do?"
"I don't know. That's why I came out here—to talk to you. I'm just finding it so hard to believe she would find any pleasure conspiring against me like that. I guess I'm wondering if someone who really loves you could do that."
I could almost see the wheels turning in his head as Dad got up and poured himself another cup of coffee. He was still in thought as returned and sat back down. "Has she ever done anything like this before?"
"No, this was completely out of the blue."
"As far as you know she's never cheated on you, right?"
"Right. You know me, dad. I believe in fidelity. I would never stand for cheating."
He was still thinking. "Any idea how many second chances you've been given in your life, son?"
"So you think I should give her a second chance?"
He took a sip of his newly poured brew. "People are not perfect, Steve. We all have our faults. I remember when you were younger. Your mother and I were so worried about your drinking. We talked to you a couple times but it didn't seem to help. Every once in a while we'd get reports from friends or neighbors who saw you so drunk you couldn't hardly walk.
"Your mother and I felt so helpless but you were old enough to be responsible for your own actions and we couldn't very well lock you in your room. We thought sure you'd either wind up in jail or a funeral home, but you didn't do either.
"One day you just seemed to straighten yourself out. It was a miracle as far as your mom and I were concerned. You can't imagine how relieved we both were.
"I have no idea what happened to turn your life around like that but I have a suspicion it had something to do with a second chance of some sort. Now, of course second chances don't always work. Some people let them go by without taking advantage at all; some, like you, use them to change their lives. It's up to the individual to determine what happens. Unfortunately, there're a lot of people who never got a second chance. What a shame. To me, everyone deserves that opportunity. If they blow it then they have only themselves to blame for the consequences but I wonder how much better off the world would be if everyone got a second chance."
I sat there remembering that night on the tracks. I could still feel the fear I had when I looked up and saw my imminent death bearing down on me like that. I wondered if Cora felt the same fear when she saw the death of our marriage bearing down on her. Would it scare her straight, like it did me?
"How long are you staying, son?"
My dad broke my train of thought. "Ah, well I was going to stay the weekend but now I think I should be going back home pretty soon, dad. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all," he replied with a smile.
We sat and talked some more about other things. A little later I gave him a hand with some yard work but I was headed back home that afternoon. I kept thinking about what my dad said about second chances. If she hadn't spoken up when she did and put a stop to everything I wouldn't even consider it, but she did. It'll be a while before completely trusting her again, though. Until that time I will remain vigilant.
When I walked in I was surprised to hear music coming from the den. So much for her sitting home alone crying her eyes out like I envisioned.
I startled her when I appeared in the doorway. She looked up and I saw her catch her breath. I'm not sure what I expected to see. I guess the music threw me. She was standing behind the ironing board ironing one of my shirts and had another four or five hanging up. "What in the world..."
"I...I was going insane here all alone. I didn't know when you were coming home or...or if you were coming home," she said with sadness in her voice. "I had to do something to try and keep my mind off of things. The music helped but I...I don't, I felt closer to you by ironing some of your shirts."
She looked at me expectantly. She was waiting for me to proclaim the fate of our marriage. The worry on her face was hard to miss. I could see her literally holding her breath.
"I can't tell you how disappointed I am in you. That you could find it exciting or find any pleasure at all in plotting against me in anyway just makes me cringe."
"Steve, I'm so..."
"I know, you're sorry, I know," I said, interrupted her. I didn't need anymore, I'm sorrys. "You and I have never really discussed what we expect out of each other concerning fidelity. I didn't think we had to. I always assumed you felt the same way I did. Now I'm wondering if you might be a little more relaxed about the subject than I am.
"I spent the night with my dad. He asked me a question that I immediately answered to the best of my knowledge, but on the way home I started to wonder. See, that's the problem with opening Pandora's Box, Cora. It's like a judge who takes a bribe one time and is caught. Every case he ever ruled on is then called into question. People suspect other decisions he made in the past may have been the result of another bribe. My dad asked if you've ever cheated on me. I said no, but now I'm not so sure."
"NEVER," she emphatically denied. "Steve, I have never done anything with another man that I wouldn't have done in front of you, I swear. I...I'll swear on the Bible in front of our pastor...I'll...I'll take a lie detector test, I'll do anything you suggest."
"Okay, the lie detector is a possibility. I'll have to think about it. In the meantime our marriage is on very shaky ground, Cora. I've not only lost trust but I've lost a good deal of respect for you. It's going to be up to you to regain both if you want this marriage to continue. Do you?"
By now she was crying again. "Do I...you mean want it to continue? Yes, of course I do. Steve, never in my life will I do something like that again. You're not the only one whose lost respect, I've lost it in myself."
"Okay, then consider this a second chance at a happy marriage. There won't be a third so I pray you make the best of it."
"I will, Steve."
And she did. She's worked hard to regain my trust AND my respect. Some of us are lucky enough to have faced the pending consequences of our actions and been given a second chance to redeem ourselves. I'm one of those lucky people, Cora is another.
Brad and Susie weren't so lucky. Seven months after our incident I'd heard they were getting divorced. I don't know why, I don't care. Neither Cora nor I ever talked to them again.
The end.
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Enough fantasizing, I had to get going or I'd be late. Reluctantly, I took the last sip of coffee, grabbed my purse and headed off to work. There I would have to associate with the subject of my fantasies. His name was Bradley Stone but everyone called him "Stoney." The name was fitting. He was truly chiseled from a block of granite and brought to life by the breath of a Greek God. In short, he was the most gorgeous man I'd ever seen.
I know, as they say, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, but it wasn't only my opinion-not by a long shot. He was pretty much the main topic of conversation when any of the office girls got together. I heard Betty bragging in the lunch room the other day. She was downright giddy as she told the other girls that he smiled at her. Cathy tried to top that by saying he had his hand on the back of her chair while he was leaning over her shoulder checking something on her computer screen. I sometimes found myself checking for drool on my chin after just talking to him.
I guess we all have our fantasies. When I was in high school I had an unbelievable crush on Sean Connery. I would have dropped my panties for him in the wink of an eye. That's not uncommon for adolescents with raging hormones. Hell, back then we all had a crush on somebody or another but now was supposed to be different. We were adults. Was it normal to still have crushes?
My name is Langley Anderson and for the past sixteen years I've been the faithful spouse of Nelson Anderson, the best husband a wife could want. Together, we are raising our beautiful daughter, Evangeline. She's in her sophomore year of high school and a true gift from heaven.
I know, I know! What right do I have fantasizing over another man? None, absolutely none at all—but I can't help it. All I have to do is get a glance of him as he walks past my office door and I get wet between my legs.
I've been working with Stoney now for about seven months, ever since he transferred to the Chicago office from California. When I first met him I just smiled as I shook his hand. I was scared to death that if I opened my mouth I'd say something like, "Hi—wanna fuck?"
Wouldn't you know, the top brass picked me to show him around during his first week. I tried just flat out ignoring his looks. I concentrated on treating him like any other colleague. It worked too, for a while anyway.
Then one night, on a lark, I decided to pretend Nelson was Stoney during a particularly wild love making session. I should have never done that because it's what sparked my fantasies...and they're getting worse. Now I fantasize about Stoney before sex with Nelson, during sex with Nelson, and after sex with Nelson. I'm surprised I haven't screamed his name in the heat of passion. Thankfully, I've never done that and I'm careful to keep it that way.
I am a little stunned my loving husband hasn't picked up on my guilt after our love making sessions though. After all, what I'm doing is a form of infidelity. I've tried wiping out my shame by convincing myself that what I do is just a fashion of roleplay. Hell, people do it all the time to spice things up a little. Of course I'm just kidding myself and I know it. It's only roleplay when both parties are cognizant of what's happening and act it out with each other. Nelson hasn't a clue.
A while back, to relieve my conscience, I actually thought of confessing. That thought then morphed into maybe the most evil and self-destructive idea I've ever had. I considered asking Nelson for a free pass; permission for a one-night stand.
As I said, Nelson is about as perfect a husband as you can get. He doesn't make millions but he makes a damn good living and is home with his family almost every night. He's loving, caring, attentive, patient, and passionate. He's honest and trustworthy to a fault. He teaches our daughter the difference between right and wrong by setting examples and by the strength of his character.
Just thinking of all his fine qualities makes me wonder how I could even think of hurting such a man. I'm not stupid. I know asking for a free pass would crush him. I also know it would damage our marriage and our relationship, maybe even end it. I...hell...any woman would have to have the IQ of an ameba to do something like that. No—I'm a lot smarter than that. I know that if I ever slept with Stoney, secrecy would have to be paramount and foolproof. No one, and I mean no one, except for he and I of course, could ever know. I couldn't take even the slightest, most minuscule chance of Nelson finding out.
As I pulled into the parking lot of our office complex I took a deep breath to prepare for another day of self-flagellation. I had to stop doing this to myself. Hell, yes he's gorgeous, but in the end he's just a man. I have to keep telling myself that—he's just a man; he's just a man...a man with thick wavy, raven black hair and pearlescent blue eyes that pierce your very soul. A man with prominent cheek bones, deep dimples, a squared off jaw, and a strong chin with a cleft right in the middle. A man with broad shoulders and a body built by Fisher...yes, just a man but oh what a man.
God, there I go again, I scolded myself. I sometimes think I'm going crazy. Of course there are times when I don't fantasize about sleeping with Stoney. Instead I try to dream up ways of getting him safely in the sack. I have no doubts he's as interested as I am. Being a good looking woman all my life I've learned the difference between innocent flirting and, "anytime you want it, baby," Stoney definitely falls into the latter category. No, the problem is not getting him into bed, it's insuring no one ever finds out about it.
As I stepped into the elevator and hit the button for the ninth floor I could remember being able to do so without my heart pounding or my blood pressure rising. As the doors opened, the organized chaos of the bustling office would serve as a tranquilizer and help me get through another day.
The first thing I did was head for the executive coffee room, the one with real coffee, not that machine crap. Yes, I had worked my way high enough up the corporate ladder to earn the right to a good cup of coffee. I said I was no dummy.
I wandered over to my desk and was just about to sit down and take a sip of brew when my phone rang. "Hello."
"Good morning, Langley."
It was Mr. Johnson, one of the vice presidents and one of my immediate bosses. I said good morning and after a couple pleasantries he asked me to come to his office. I didn't think I was in any trouble but I did wonder what it was all about.
"Have a seat, Langley."
Ah oh, I knew something was up. Most of the time Johnson just had you stand in front of his desk while he tells you what he wants, then he dismisses you. It's a rarity for him to invite someone to sit down.
"Langley, how would like a little vacation?"
"A vacation? Ah, not really, Mr. Johnson. My vacation is scheduled for August. We already have a family trip all planned."
"Well, this is more like a working vacation, although there's no REAL work involved. Corporate is having a seminar on international management techniques next week. All the offices have to send two representatives. I had slated Bruebaker to go but the blooming idiot got up in the middle of the night, fell down the stairs, and broke his leg."
"Oh my gosh, is he going to be okay?"
"Yeah, but he'll be out of commission for a while. He sure can't get on a plane right now. What about it? I really need you to go. The flight leaves Sunday night at six-forty. You have reservations at the Manhattan Hilton. It's right down the street from Times Square and three blocks from corporate headquarters. They're having the seminars in one of the large banquet rooms on the main floor. It's only for three days. Your return flight is Wednesday night."
"Ah—well, I guess I don't really have a choice, do I?"
"Not really."
"Okay," I said while standing, "where are the tickets?"
"Right here," Johnson said, pulling them from his desk drawer. "I really appreciate this, Langley. I'll figure out some way to repay you when you get back; maybe put you up for a romantic weekend with Nelson somewhere."
"I'll take you up on that," I replied. I had just reached the doorway when I thought of something. "Mr. Johnson, you said two people from each office? Who else will be there?"
"Stoney—but he won't be on the same plane. He's heading out Saturday. He wants to knock around New York over the weekend."
When Mr. Johnson mentioned Stoney's name my knees nearly gave out. Three nights in New York with Stoney; this was too good to be true, my one and only chance to make my fantasies a reality. I felt the moisture between my legs before I even got back to my desk. My head was spinning. It's really going to happen...and Nelson will never know a thing.
It was near to impossible to keep my mind from wandering for the rest of the day. I kept alternating between my fantasies and how I was going to tell Nelson about the trip. He'd never met Stoney so I had no worries about him being jealous or having any suspicions; hell he trusted me to a fault, but I rarely have to travel and I had to make sure I didn't sound too excited when I told him. I was trying to decide just how much righteous indignation I should display for the short notice. I didn't want to go overboard but I didn't want him thinking I was happy to leave either. I had to play it cool.
When I pulled into our drive I saw Nelson had beaten me home. He does that once in a while. As I turned off the ignition I realized I was still on cloud nine. I took a deep breath to calm down and went inside.
"Ummm, something smells good," I called out. My sweet husband had obviously started dinner already.
"Hi, hon," I heard from the kitchen. "I saw the pork roast in the fridge when I got home and figured it was planned for dinner so I thought I'd give it some attention. I cut up some carrots and potatoes to go with it. I hope that's okay."
"That's perfect," I told him with a kiss. "Where's Evie?"
"Upstairs doing homework. She got quite a bit this weekend, poor kid."
No time like the present—"Ah, I've got some bad news, honey."
Nelson immediately looked concerned. "What?"
"It's nothing that bad, honey; nothing to worry about. I have to go out of town next week, that's all. I have to leave Sunday night. I'll be back Wednesday night."
"How come? That's awful short notice, isn't it?"
"Yes it is but I'm afraid it can't be helped. Corporate's having some kind of a training seminar. Mr. Johnson already had Dwight Bruebaker scheduled to go but he had an accident last night and broke his leg. I'm the next most feasible candidate I'm afraid."
"I guess that's what I get for marrying a woman with brains as well as beauty, huh?" he said with a grin.
That made me smile as well as warranted another kiss. I really did strike it lucky in the marriage lottery. I took my time and let our lips linger a while. "Of course you realize there is a silver lining in all of this," I told him as we broke for air.
"And that would be?"
Even though I knew Evie couldn't hear us, I lowered my voice and tried to sound as sexy as I could. "I am going to fuck you into a coma, Saturday night."
Nelson's smile got wider. "You think if I talked to your boss he could send you out of town more often?"
I playfully punched his arm. "Never you mind."
We kissed one more time, after which I smacked my lips and patted his chest with my left hand. "I just might start saying my good-byes tonight." I really was getting turned on and had to either change the subject or bend over the kitchen table. Since Evie was in the house I decided changing the subject was safer. "Come on, big boy, I'll set the table, you go call your daughter.
"Oh, I already called mom and asked if she could babysit until you came home next week. She said it was no problem but she'll have to leave as soon as you get home."
"Okay, good. Don't you worry about us, we'll be just fine."
"I know you will, Darling." I did know too. As both a husband and father he was very capable.
Whether it was from guilt or love, later that night I felt an overwhelming need to show Nelson how much I appreciated him. He, of course, didn't know it but I was going to show him that even though I was about to cheat on him, he was my one and only love.
Like a tigress, I slinked into the bed from the foot and prowled my way up to his growing manhood. I heard him take a short gasp of air as my tongue touched his balls then slithered up the shaft of his cock. Simultaneously I deep throated him as I reached up and raked my nails down his chest and stomach, leaving red abrasive trails in his skin.
"Oh God," he said, as his whole body stiffened. Slowly I swirled my tongue around and around while moving my head up and down, my lips fitting snugly around his rock hard love tool.
I knew he was already getting close so I climbed on to go for a ride. I stared into his eyes and pushed my hands up and down his chest as I rocked back and forth. I could feel him trying so hard to keep from coming so I slowed down and savored the feeling of the steel like rod in my pussy.
I wanted so much to make it all about Nelson but I just couldn't help but wonder if Stoney was going to feel this good. Would he be bigger, smaller, or about the same size?
My mind started to drift when Nelson let out with a groan and I felt him buck. His eyes were closed as he grabbed my hips and pulled them down to form a tight bond between our bodies. A picture of Stoney popped into my head just as I joined my husband in carnal bliss.
After more than two hours, two more climaxes for him and countless more for me, we were both spent. We lay together with his arm around me. Again I felt guilty for all the times Stoney wandered in and out of our bed while making love. It was always a contest as to who would be my last thought before slumber caught up with me for the night, Stoney or Nelson. To tell you the truth I don't remember who won that night.
Saturday was pretty normal. I did some grocery shopping while Nelson mowed the lawn. We told Evie about my trip and I warned her to be good for her father.
Saturday night Nelson was determined to return my favor from the previous night. I laughed at the way he literally dove head first between my legs but just a few moments later I was no longer laughing...I was moaning.
"Oh, God, oh God," was all I could articulate and I wasn't even doing a good job of that. So many times I'd wondered what it will be like having sex with Stoney but I was pretty sure, when it came to eating me out, he was going to come in a pale second to my husband.
He knew every little trick, every nuance of what I liked and exactly how to give it to me. I screamed and bucked my hips upward to meet his oral talents. My fists grabbed and pulled at the sheets. I could feel every nerve in my body detonating as I convulsed in an ongoing orgasm. Wave after wave hit me again and again.
I have no idea how long I laid there with my eyes closed feeling the sensations starting to recede but when I opened them Nelson was looking down on me with a loving smile, knowing he gave me pleasure. I threw my arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss.
As our lips parted, Nelson kept kissing me as he worked his way down my neck, eventually coming to rest at my nipple. I moaned another, "Oh God," as he twirled his tongue around one while pinching the other. I laid my hand on the back of his head and gently held him there for a few more moments before separating my legs. Nelson didn't miss his cue. He slip in between them and slowly entered me.
My eyes were closed but I felt his hands press into the mattress on either side of my head as he braced himself above me and tenderly pushed, starting a leisurely rhythm. I felt him give me a peck on my cheek then thrust more aggressively.
It wasn't long before I saw stars again. Nelson slowed down but didn't completely stop. Soon he was plowing into me again, this time much more intensely. He knew exactly how my body reacted. I arched my back and went stiff as a board as the mother of all orgasms hit me. I had to hold my breath to stifle my scream. I could feel my body jerking uncontrollably as I heard Nelson's familiar animalistic groan. He had stopped pumping into me and just held himself in place as he splashed the walls of my vagina over and over with his love juice.
Again, as we lay wrapped in each other's arms, I thought about my upcoming event. Nelson wasn't even in the same ballpark as Stoney when it came to looks. Hell, not many men were. But does better looking mean better at sex? I was sure he had more experience than Nelson but I surmised I'd know the answer soon enough so I didn't dwell on it.
Sunday morning my thoughtful husband surprised his two favorite ladies by taking us out for breakfast, after which we took a ride into the city and spent the day at the Lincoln Park Zoo.
It was a great day and I hadn't thought of Stoney once until it came time for me to pack. I didn't dare pack a sexy nightgown or anything like that for fear Nelson would walk in and see it. I did shove my prettiest lace bra and panty set under the rest of my clothes. I also had some cash on me that Nelson didn't know about. If I got time maybe I could buy something pretty in New York. It would be neat if I could buy something cheap enough that Stoney could just tear from my body. Oh God, just the thought had me so wet and horny I had to slip into the bathroom and wipe myself.
I was going to drive my own car to the airport but Evie wanted to watch my plane take off so Nelson drove us. They accompanied me to the security area where I kissed them both and told them I would see them Wednesday night. As I got in line I turned and blew them both one last kiss.
As I approached the security area I felt like I was leaving one world and entering another; one world was work, family, practicality, accountability, responsibility, common sense and fidelity. The other was freedom, exemption, immaturity, wild abandonment and yes, infidelity. As I reached the TSA I was worried they might mistake my anxiousness for nervousness and give me a hard time but everything went smoothly.
As we boarded I found myself sitting between two men. Both were dressed very casually but the one to my right, in the window seat, had his laptop and I guessed him for being a business man. The guy in the aisle seat was older, much older. I figured he was on his way to visit his kids or something—probably a widower. Once we took off I stretched back and tried to get as comfortable as I could. I closed my eyes and felt a smile coming on as I started to daydream about having sex with Stoney. Every so often I had to remind myself where I was so I didn't reach down and start rubbing myself. I wondered if either of the men could smell me, maybe one of them would give me a hand...literally.
Around the time I considered going into the washroom to get myself off I heard one of the attendants telling everyone to return their seats to the upright position. I couldn't believe it, we were there. I'd fantasized about Stoney for the entire trip. Oh God, I sure hoped he didn't let me down.
I grabbed a cab to the Hilton and approached the freckle faced young man behind the counter.
"Hi, I'm Langley Anderson. You have a reservation for me."
"Yes, Ms. Anderson, I have it right here," he replied, already reaching for a key card. He set it on the counter while typing into his computer. "Do you need help with your bag, ma'am?"
"No, I've got it. Can you tell me if Bradley Stone has checked in?"
The young man quickly checked. "Yes, ma'am, would you like me to ring his room for you?"
I was about to say yes but changed my mind. No sense in advertising to the world. No telling who might be lurking around. "No, that's okay." I signed the check-in receipt, grabbed my key card and headed for the elevators.



By the time I got to my room and unpacked it was almost eleven, New York time. That was ten, Chicago time. Before I did anything I had to call home and let my hubby know I got there safe and sound. He picked up on the second ring.
"Hello, gorgeous."
It took me a little by surprise. "Ah, expecting a call from your girlfriend?"
"No, expecting a call from my vagabond wife," he chuckled.
"How did you know it was me?"
"Who else would be calling at this hour? Actually I've been expecting your call for the last half hour. Everything go okay?"
"Yeah, no problems, it just took a while to get here from the airport. I must be getting jetlag already, I'm kind of tired."
"Okay, honey, I won't keep you. Get some sleep."
He was so sweet. We said our goodbyes and exchanged, "I love you's." As I hung up the receiver I yawned. I couldn't believe it, I really was tired. Damn it, I was going to head down to the bar and see if Stoney was there but I was fading fast.
It must have been all that love making with Nelson. I guess neither of us got a lot of sleep for the past two nights. What to do? I certainly didn't want to fall asleep while fucking the sexiest man alive.
While contemplating my options I yawned again. That's it, I told myself, I've waited this long, I'll just have to wait one more night. I unpacked my clothes and hung them up then took a hot shower. I chuckled to myself thinking I should be taking a cold one.
As tired as I was, I wasn't even going to think about sleep until I got myself off a couple times. I closed my eyes and pictured Stoney's chiseled features staring down at me as I pulled my knees up for better access to my moist slit. My hips subtly rose to meet the finger, knocking on my magic opening. Was it mine—or was it his? It was hard to tell anymore.
Reality swirled in my head and vaporized into fantasy. Quicker and quicker he pounded into me. "Ohhhh," I moaned, my back arched and my toes curled as the first orgasm washed over me. No, no don't stop, I told myself.
Faster, harder, harder, faster..."yes, yes, yes," I screamed. "Oh, Stoney, make me come again." And come again I did—twice before collapsing in a pool of sweat.
OH, God, I asked myself while trying to catch my breath, if it's that exciting to just think about it I can't even imagine how great the real thing will be.
Poor Nelson didn't even cross my mind that night. My dreams were conquered by an invading force of want and lust...a force named Stoney.
The next morning I wandered down to the hotel's coffee shop for breakfast. One of the guys at work who previously stayed there told me they had the best eggs benedict in the world.
I was being approached by the hostess when I saw an arm raised up from a back table.
"Good morning, ma'am; one?" she asked with a friendly smile and strong New York accent.
"Ah, actually I see a friend back there," I said, pointing at the lonely arm, now waving around. "Is it okay if I sit with him?"
"Of course," she replied as I followed her to the man of my dreams. I don't think Stoney even saw the way the pretty, young lady flirted with him. She may have been seating me but she never took her eyes off of him. He probably gets so much of that he doesn't even notice anymore, I figured.
"I see you made it," he said, flashing his pearly white smile.
"Oh yeah; in case you haven't noticed, I'm a big girl now. I can find my way to and from airports all by myself."
"Oh I've noticed," he returned.
Ah ha, the first volley with sexual connotations. I knew immediately we were both on the same page. From there our conversation only grew with bolder double-entendres and sexual innuendos. By the time he finished his steak and eggs and I my eggs benedict, it was a done deal. Without actually coming out and saying it, we both knew what we'd be doing for the next two nights.
We sat together, of course, at the seminar. I'm not even sure what it was about. I kept dreaming of what was ahead of us. About the time I'd try to settle down and listen to the guy doing all the talking, Stoney would lean over and whisper something in my ear. The comments got dirtier in nature as they progressed. By the time we broke for lunch I was reluctant to get up from my chair for fear I'd squish from my wet panties.
The seminar had a buffet set up in the back of the room for lunch. Just as we approached, a couple guys from the California office came over to say hi to Stoney and I got corralled by a guy who had moved from our Chicago office to New Jersey, so we were both kept busy. That was probably a good thing or I might have tossed the food on the floor and attacked Stoney on the table right there in front of everyone. Well, that's the way it happened in my dream, anyway.
By the time the seminar ended for the day at three o'clock, I was hornier than I could ever remember. Stoney and I stopped in one of the hotel's bars for a quick drink. He started the conversation as soon as we were served. "I've been thinking about this ever since I transferred to Chicago."
"You have? How come you never said anything?"
"I can't take a chance. I love my wife and kids—but I also love a strange piece of ass now and then. I just have to be extremely careful. Angie, that's my wife, almost caught me a couple of years ago. I had a little thing going with an L.A. Ram's cheerleader. Like an idiot I took her home one day for a quickie. Of course Angie picked that day to get sick at work and came home early. If she'd shown up twenty minutes sooner she'd have caught me red handed.
"I went through hell for a while after that. I told her I came home to get something but there was no doubt she was suspicious. When I broke it off with the cheerleader she threatened to rat us out. I thought for sure I was going to lose my family. It obviously didn't happen but it taught me to be more careful in the future."
I had to admit, it was a little disconcerting to hear myself referred to as a, "strange piece of ass," but then that's what I was I guess. I didn't take it personal. All I could think of was having this hunk pressed against my naked body.
"I probably shouldn't tell you this but I've been fantasizing about you for the last few months."
"Really...well, well, well," he smirked.
"I...ah, I've never done this before. How does it work? I mean, do I just come to your room or what?"
His smile was almost patronizing. "Well, I need a shower to revitalize myself after sitting in that stupid chair all day. I also have to call Angie and get that out of the way. Why don't we meet in the restaurant for dinner about six-thirty. After that you go to your room and I'll go to mine for a while...just to make sure. When I know the coast is clear I'll come by."
"Are you sure? I mean...if you're going to take a shower I could scrub your back."
There was that patronizing smile again. "I love your enthusiasm, Langley, but we'll have all evening for the next two nights together. I need a little time to relax and talk to my wife and kids. Besides, it's always better to fuck on a full stomach. It increases stamina. I'll stay the night but I'll set my alarm for five. That way I'll be back in my own room before anyone else wakes up. How's that sound?"
I was actually a little disappointed. I wondered if he had any idea how anxious I was. I thought of telling him I didn't want to wait that long but decided to keep a smidgen of pride and agreed with his time table.
We finished our drinks and went to our rooms. The first thing I had to do was take my panties off and rinse them out in the sink. I stripped and walked to the bathroom in the raw. My whole body tingled when I thought of Stoney seeing me naked in a little while. I ran some water over my panties, wrung them out and hung them over the shower rod.
Rather than take my usual shower I decided to soak in the tube. Good old Hilton Inns. I spotted a small bottle of lavender bath oil on a shelf. I ran a full tube of nice hot water and added the oil before slinking in up to my neck. Oh God, it was heaven.
I closed my eyes and allowed my hand to wander. The touch of my slippery flesh as my fingers worked their way home was unbelievably erotic. I came with a stifled scream the moment I stroked my magic button.
I soaked until I started to prune up then threw on the terrycloth robe adorned with the Hilton insignia and made my way to the bed. I glanced at the clock as I collapsed onto the soft mattress. It was only twenty to five. God, there must be some way to speed up time, I thought. It'll take me about half an hour to dress and put on my makeup. That still leaves almost an hour and a half—what the hell was I supposed to do for an hour and a half.
I laid there thinking. I looked at the clock again-quarter to five. It was only quarter to four in Chicago but...I wondered. Knowing my husband I guessed he'd take off early from work so he could spend some quality time with his daughter. I deliberated calling the house. I had to make sure Nelson wouldn't be able to detect any guilt in my voice.
"Hello."
"Hi, honey, I knew you'd be home already."
"You did, how did you know?"
"Oh, I just figured you'd want to get in as much father-daughter time as you could since I was out of the way," I joked.
"You, my love, are never in the way."
Damn, he always knew just the right thing to say. "Awe, you're so sweet. How was work?"
"The same as always; how's the seminar? Are you learning to do calisthenics in the parking lot before work every day?"
I knew it was only my guilt-ridden conscious but when Nelson mentioned calisthenics I immediately equated it with sex and for an instant, nervously wondered if it was some veiled attempt to let me know he knew what I was up to. As quickly as the thought entered my mind; however, I knew it wasn't so. He was simply making a reference to what workers do in Japan.
"No," I managed to say with a laugh, "no calisthenics, just boring stuff about the psychology of the employer employee relationship."
"Ooh, sounds like a barrel of fun," he replied. "Want to talk to Evie, she's right here."
"Absolutely."
"Hi, mom, when are you coming home?"
"I'll be home Wednesday night, honey; miss me?"
"Yeah, I...I'm having a little boy trouble too, mom." She'd lowered her voice to a whisper. "I need to talk to you."
"Okay, honey. Can it wait till I get home?"
"Yeah, here comes dad again," she whispered for the second time. "I love you, mom."
It was a little game we always played. "I love you more," I responded.
"We love you more," both my husband and daughter echoed in unison.
I had to laugh. "Okay, guys, I give. I'm getting hungry so I'm going to get something to eat then I have some homework before turning in so I will say my goodbyes for the night."
"Okay, honey." It was just Nelson's voice again. "Don't work too hard my darling. I love you."
"I love you too, honey. Good night." With that I hung up. For a moment I reflected on how lucky I was to have such a wonderful family. Of course my next thought was to look at the clock and see how much longer before Stoney and I would be dancing in the sheets.
As I started getting dressed all kinds of thoughts ran through my mind. What if he wanted to do something really kinky, would I let him? What about anal? Oh God I hoped he didn't want to do anal, I'd never done it. Nelson knows my feelings on the subject and has never pushed, even though I'm pretty sure he'd like to try it. What about Stoney? What if he pushed me, what'll I do? Jesus, what if he forces me to...what am I thinking? He's not like that. If he tried I'd threaten to tell his wife—but then Nelson would find out. I'll just have to make it clear from the start...no anal.
I was talking myself into a nervous breakdown. Relax, I told myself. We'll have some dinner, some wine, some sexy conversation...everything is going to be just fine. Just calm down, go with the flow, and enjoy yourself, Langley. This is what you've been fantasizing about for months. Just take it as it comes..."or take him as he comes," I said out loud, laughing at my own joke.
Next was deciding what to wear. We had to be careful. We knew people in the hotel. I wanted to look nice for him but it couldn't look like we were on a date. It had to simply look like two colleagues having dinner together before retiring to their respective rooms for the night.
Damn it. I so wanted to knock his socks off. Other than my one pair of sexy underwear, I didn't even have anything seductive that he could remove later. Oh well, I thought, maybe it's for the best. I didn't want to appear overanxious, even though we both knew I was.
I looked nice but that was about it when I took the elevator down to the lobby. I certainly didn't get any double-takes from men as I made my way to the restaurant. It was six-twenty when the maître' D approached. I was about to tell him a table for two when I spotted Stoney already seated. Maybe I wasn't the only one who was anxious.
To be real honest, I don't remember what I eat. I wasn't paying much attention. I could hardly take my eyes off of him. There he was, right across the table from me; Sean Connery, Tom Cruise, and Cary Grant all rolled into one. I still couldn't believe it was happening-really happening.
The hour was quickly approaching. I could feel my heart beating just a little faster.
"What room are you in," Stoney asked while lowering his voice.
"Fourteen-twelve."
"You have a better view of the city than I do," he commented. "I'm on the ninth floor. Okay, you go first. I don't want to be seen getting on the same elevator together. I'll give you a few minutes before I leave. I'm going to go to my own room for ten or fifteen minutes then I'll be along. Leave the door slightly ajar so I don't have to knock."
My throat was so dry I had to take a sip of water before I could answer him. "Okay." I got up and headed out to the lobby. We both had the same expense account for the trip so it didn't matter who paid. I let him do it.
By the time I got back to my room I was so nervous I almost forgot to leave the door open a crack. Now what, I thought? Do I wait for him in bed? Should I get naked or maybe strip down to my black lace panties and bra? No, I want him to undress me. I want some romance before just jumping into bed. I decided to just wait.
I checked the time on my cell...seven-twenty. Oh God, I was starting to hyperventilate. I had to calm down. I tried taking some deep breaths. I stood up and paced back and forth. I had to get my mind off things, if only for a minute.
I walked over to the mini-bar to make sure it was well stocked. I checked through the inventory to make sure we had enough for a few martinis. I took another couple deep breaths and tried to force myself to relax. I checked my phone again...seven-twenty six.
This was it—this was my fantasy coming true. My palms were starting to sweat; in fact I was starting to perspire all over. I rushed into the bathroom to touch up my make-up and spread some deodorant under my arms.
I was just coming back out when I saw Stoney quietly closing the door. He looked at me and smiled as he moved the safety lock into position. "Finally, I have you all to myself," he declared.
"I...I...would...ah, would you like a drink? I...ah, I can make us a couple martinis," I finally stammered.
"Later," he said, closing the gap between us. It was as if my flesh was on fire as he took ahold of my upper arms and pulled me into an embrace. I looked into those piercing blue eyes and felt like I was going to explode with excitement.
By now my heart was racing, my pulse quickened. My flesh tingled from every nerve in my body sparking with jolts of passion. Together our lips met. Our tongues teased and danced with one another's. I was beginning to feel light headed; the room started to spin, my panties were soaked with...
Wait, they weren't soaked. They weren't even damp. That was odd, my panties always got wet from just thinking of Stoney. Here I was kissing him, laying the foundation for a night of intense, animalistic, no holds barred fucking and I was dry as a bone down there. How was that possible?
That's when I heard their voices echoing in my head, "I love you more." I could see their image plain as day. My husband and daughter standing there, telling me they loved me more while I kissed another man.
It was like being struck by lightning. My body wasn't reacting to the excitement or the anticipation of having sex with Stoney, it was reacting to the realization of it. My nerves weren't on fire from passion, they were telling me what a fool I was being. My panties weren't wet because fantasy is one thing but cheating is unforgivable. I was about to make the biggest mistake of my life—THAT'S what my body was telling me.
I quickly opened my eyes and pushed my hands against Stoney's chest while I pulled my lips from his. I pushed so hard he had to take a step back to catch himself. I could tell from his face that he was very confused.
"What's the matter?"
"I can't do this, Stoney. I don't know what I was thinking."
"Thinking? You've been fantasizing about this for months. You told me yourself. This is something we both want. You're just nervous. Come on, let's have that drink. It'll take the edge off. We'll take things a little slower, that's all. I plan to give you a night you'll never forget."
"Stoney—no; I mean it! I can't do this. I can't do it to my husband. I can't do it to my daughter."
"You're not doing anything to them. They'll never know. I was extremely careful to make sure nobody saw me. It's just you and me, Langley. No one else is ever going to know."
"I'd know, Stoney, I'd know. I'd never be able to look Nelson in the face again. I'm so damned ashamed of myself for letting it go this far." I could feel my eyes welling up as I sat on the edge of the bed. My hands were shaking from thinking how close I came to betraying my husband. "Don't you love your wife? Don't..."
"Yes, of course I do. I told you I love her. That's why I'm so damned careful. But what she doesn't know won't hurt her."
"Wrong, it does hurt her because you lose a little more respect for her every time you do it with somebody else-you have to."
"Oh that's bullshit, Langley, and you know it. Just because I knock off a strange piece once in a while doesn't mean I don't love or respect my wife, that's nonsense."
"Is it; I don't think so. You might love the way she looks or love being married to her; maybe you love the way she sucks your cock, I don't know, but I don't believe you truly love her. You can't respect someone you're disloyal to every chance you get. You sure as hell don't respect your marriage vows, you can't deny that and if you don't respect the vows how can you respect the woman you made them to? No, Stoney, you can't tell me you respect your wife and I don't think you can truly love someone you don't respect."
"You're making a mountain out of mole hill, Langley. Jennifer is a good mother and a good wife, and in spite of what you say, I love her to death."
"Really? What if she ever found out?"
I saw instantly in his face that he took my question as a threat. "No, Stoney, I'm not threatening to tell you wife but what if someone did see you one of these days? Or maybe somebody falls in love with those gorgeous features of yours and wants to break up your marriage so she can have you for herself. You said yourself it almost happened once. I would have thought that would have cured you. Imagine how badly it will hurt your wife and kids if it ever does happen."
"Okay, okay, you made your point," he said, turning for the door. "You don't want to get together—fine, but don't go making moral judgments on how I live my life," he said as closed the door behind him.



I'm not sure how long I sat there, quite a while. I was crying off and on. I thought of all the people in my life and what they would think of me if they'd known how close I came to fucking another man. My mom, my dad, my sister, they'd all be devastated, not to mention Nelson and Evangeline. Even most of our friends would see me as an immoral slut.
After another burst of tears I made myself a drink. I walked across the room and opened the drapes on the large floor to ceiling window that overlooked the city. Damn it was gorgeous. If I got my face close to the glass and pressed my cheek against it I could see the Empire State Building reaching for the clouds.
Suddenly I felt so lonely. The walls of the room knew my shame, the air dripped with my guilt. I needed my husband. I needed my family. I wanted so much to call Nelson but I was afraid he'd hear the disgrace and self-loathing in my voice. God I wished I had brought a good book. I had all these plans for Stoney and me in the evenings so I didn't even think to bring one.
I lay down on the bed, closed my eyes, and could see Nelson's face smiling down on me. "I'm so sorry," I whispered. "I'm so very, very sorry." I could feel the remorse leaking from my eyes and running down the side of my face. Eventually I drifted off to sleep on a soggy pillow.
The next morning I really didn't want to see Stoney so I left the hotel and walked down to the little restaurant in the next block for breakfast. I purposely waited until the seminar started before going in and taking a seat in the back of the room. Evidently he had no more desire to speak to me than I him. He didn't even look my way when we broke for lunch.
That night I had dinner in my room. One more day and I'd be home. I missed my family so much my loneliness was palpable. I'm not normally that way. I'm usually very content being alone. Of course usually I'm happy with myself. I normally consider myself a good person. That was the difference. I didn't feel that way at the time. I felt dirty and shameful.
It was nine o'clock by the time I mustered the courage to call Nelson. I tried to sound normal but I guess I wasn't too successful because half way into our conversation he asked if something was wrong. I used the age tested excuse that I was just tired. I was going to have to work hard to shake the guilt before I got back home.
Stoney and I hadn't said another word to each other the following day. When I got to the airport I noticed him sitting in the lounge waiting for the same flight as me. I wondered if I should try and start a dialogue. After all we still had to work together.
He looked up from what he was reading and saw me but didn't so much as crack a smile. At that moment I thought screw it. I'm sure he and I will talk at work. As far as I was concerned that was enough for me. When we boarded he was in seat four-A, I was in ten-C.
All I could think about during the entire flight home was how I had betrayed my family. I remembered when I first met Stoney and how my heart went pitter-patter. I thought back to all the times I pretended that it was Stoney making love to me instead of Nelson. The more I beleaguered on the subject the more guilt I felt again. For the second time I wondered if I should confess. That would relieve some of my guilt but it would certainly hurt the man I love. Once again I discounted the idea completely.
As we pulled up to the gate at O'Hare I glanced up to see Stoney unbuckle his seat belt immediately after stopping and grab his bag from the overhead bin. He was the first one to start walking toward the door. I thought he was being kind of childish with the way he was ignoring me; then it hit me, he wasn't used to being rejected. I have to admit, that brought a smile to my face.
I took a deep breath in preparation of seeing the two most important people in my life. When I spotted them in the waiting area my heart felt as if it would jump from my chest. It had only been three days but felt like a life time.
The wheels on my travel bag rumbled along the tiled floor as my pace quickened almost to a run. I literally flew into Nelson's strong arms. I felt so safe in his embrace. I'm not sure how long our kiss lasted but it was eventually interrupted by Evangeline.
"Mom—mom did you see that guy on the plane? Is he a movie star?"
"What, honey," I asked, breaking our kiss and acknowledging our daughter.
"That guy that was on the plane..."
"I think it might be time for that talk, honey. Our daughter is starting to notice boys."
"Oh dad," replied Evie.
I think we both found Nelson's comment funny. "Honey, Evie and I had that talk a long time ago and have had several more since then," I explained.
"Oh," was his only comment. I could tell he was a little embarrassed. "She saw some guy coming off the same plane as you. I have to admit, he was a hell of a good looking guy."
Of course I knew right away who they were talking about. It's amazing how fast the human brain can function when it has to. Almost instantly I knew I had two options. I could say, "Oh that was Stoney," or I could just keep my mouth shut. The chances of Nelson and Stoney ever meeting were pretty slim so I opted to keep my mouth shut; no sense putting ideas in my husband's head.
"I'm sorry, honey," I said after giving my daughter a hug. "I didn't see any movie stars."
Later that night, after Evie was asleep, Nelson and I made love...and I do mean made love. There was no third party in the room that night, just me and my loving husband. Stoney never even entered my thoughts.
It's really strange how the mind works sometimes. Before New York I couldn't look at Stoney without dreaming of having him inside me. After the close call shocked me back into reality I look at him now as I look at any man who isn't my husband, with simple disinterest. When I hear the secretaries talking about him, instead of it spurring my own fantasies I think how silly they are.
I know it still irks Stoney. I can see it in his eyes. Every time he looks at me he sees the one that got away—the one who rejected him. I do confess to taking a smidgen of pride in that.
A week after I came back, Mr. Johnson hadn't said anything so I casually reminded him of his promise. A few days later his secretary stopped by my desk with a weekend vacation package at a romantic bed & breakfast in Galena. I immediately called my mom to see if she could watch Evie for a weekend. She told me weekend after next was clear so I made the reservations. I saved it as a surprise for Nelson.
It took me a long time to get over my guilt. In fact, every time I think about it I still feel a little, even today. Luckily Nelson never knew and I will carry my secret to the grave before I hurt him. He's the best husband and father a woman could want. Now it's time for me to step up and be the best wife and mother.
The end.
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"Dodge City," yelled the conductor, "next stop-Dodge City."
Hezekiah stared out the window as the iron horse slowed, coming into town. Finally, the boring prairies of the Kansas flatlands yielded to the man-made wooden structures of the booming cattle town. It wasn't Philadelphia but it was a lot bigger than Carlyle.
Steam hissed from the breaks as the titan on rails came to a complete stop at the station. One by one the passengers disembarked. Hezekiah picked up his carpet bag and followed them onto the wooden sidewalk. The first thing he had to do was get cleaned up. He had an important mission. The people of Carlyle were depending on him and he wanted to make a good first impression. Looking around he determined the center of town was well up the street. A strong wind kicked up and confronted him with a face full of Kansas dust and the pungent odor of horse dung and buffalo hides as he plodded along, stubbornly against the elements.
The town was a strange contrast between fancy buildings and store windows and the rough demeanor of the town's people. He'd already passed two saloons, both of which sounded like pretty tough places as he walked by. To Hezekiah, they were downright intimidating.
Still squinting his eyes for protection from the unrelenting wind, he spotted what he was looking for. Over the doorway of a shiny red building was a welcoming sign, "Shave, haircut, and hot bath, seventy five cents." After one day by stagecoach and two days of riding through the desert in that traveling heat box he needed two of the three, not to mention a public outhouse.
The proprietor was sitting, reading a newspaper when he walked in. "I need a shave and hot bath but first I need to use the privy."
"Through there," said the aging, bald man with a gesture towards the back door.
By the time he returned the old man was waiting for him by a barber's chair with a straight razor in hand. "Have a seat," he mumbled. "Shave and a bath will be fifty cents," he said.
Hezekiah nodded his head in agreement and dropped his bag out of the way on the floor before taking his place in the chair. As soon as the leathery skinned gentleman finished strapping the razor he whipped up a thick lather and started spreading it on Hezekiah's face.
"You in town on business or pleasure?"
"Ah, business," he replied. He wasn't sure how much he wanted to reveal. He didn't know how the town's folk would appreciate him trying to steal one of their lawmen.
The old man looked over at his bag. "Whatcha selling?"
"Ah, nothing. I'm here to talk to some business men."
"Ah-huh, I see. You don't talk like you're from around these parts, you from back east?"
"No...well originally, yeah. I came out from Philadelphia several years ago, me and the wife. We live in a little town called Carlyle. It's in the Arizona territory. I'm the mayor there."
"Mayor, huh, a big shot."
He had to chuckle, "Big shot; not hardly. I don't even get paid for it. My wife, Mattie, and me own the hardware store there. The whole town only has about two hundred people in it; nothing like this. Dodge City is bigger than I thought it would be."
"Yeah, first the cattle buyers set up shop. When that happened, the rail road people figured it'd be a good place for a train station. The town sprung up pretty fast after that. People with money came pouring in and opened places that catered to the drovers coming up from Texas. Hell, we got more whore houses in town than we do saloons...and we got bunches of them--and they got even MORE whores."
"Yeah, I passed two on the way here. Tell me, with all those Texas cow-punchers, don't you have a lot of shootings?"
"No, not too many. I don't know if you saw it on your way in but there's a big sign on both ends of town-no guns. It's against the law to carry'em around town. We got a pretty good sheriff's office too. They keep it pretty quiet around here most of the time."
That was exactly what he wanted to hear.
A close shave, hot bath, and one more visit to the outhouse had Hezekiah feeling like a new man. The sun was starting to set already as he exited the barber shop. He wasn't sure he wanted to be walking around town after sundown and thought about checking into the Dodge House for the night. The problem was he didn't have that much time before his train left the following day and he had to make sure he accomplished what he came for.
Hezekiah had gotten directions to the marshal's office from the barber and was headed in that direction when he passed a man in a derby hat. What drew his attention was the point of a silver star peeking out from the man's coat.
"Ah, excuse me, Sir..."
The dapper gentleman turned to face him. "Yeah."
"Sir, forgive me but I see you're wearing a star. A...are you by chance Wyatt Earp?"
"Nope; name's Masterson, Bat Masterson at your service."
"Oh, how do you do Mr. Masterson? I...I wonder, could you tell me where I might find Mr. Earp?"
Masterson pulled a watch from his vest pocket. "This time of day, try the faro table over at the Long Branch."
"Thank you, Mr. Masterson." He looked around. "Ah, Mr. Masterson, where is it?"
"On Front Street," he chuckled. "Go two streets up this way and make a left. You can't miss it."
"Yes, Sir, thank you again." Hezekiah tipped his hat to the helpful gentleman and proceeded. The Long Branch had the longest bar he'd ever seen but he had no idea what a faro table looked like. He asked the first guy he saw.
"Excuse me, is Mr. Earp here?"
"Over there," replied the rough looking character, "the guy facing us with his back to the wall."
Hezekiah got his first look at Wyatt Earp. He was an imposing looking man. Even though he was sitting he could tell he was tall. His thick blond hair, piercing blue eyes, and impressive mustache gave him a ruggedly handsome appearance. He approached the lawman with caution and stood quietly next to the table just watching.
Earp finally looked over. "Can I help you with something?"
"Ah, Mr. Earp?"
"Yeah?"
"Mr. Earp, I wonder if I could talk to you...in private?"
"Can it wait?" grumbled Earp.
"Ah...w...well I...I've come a long way, Mr. Earp, a...and I have to leave on tomorrow's train."
Earp said nothing as he returned his attention to the game. After several minutes he threw his cards on the table. "Deal me out, boys." With that Wyatt rose from his chair and walked over to the bar. "Hey Pete," he called to one of the bartenders, "any of the rooms open?"
Pete looked around at the scantily clad women scattered around and took stock. "Number three should be open. You better knock just in case though."
Wyatt looked over at Hezekiah. "Follow me," he said.
A little daunted by the man's height, he fell in behind the tall lawman. He wasn't considered short himself but Wyatt had to have a good four or five inches on him. Dressed in a long black suit coat that covered the Smith and Wesson strapped at his side, the lawman, sometimes gambler, led the way to a very small room. Inside it had a narrow mattress lying on the floor and one chair in the corner. It didn't take much imagination to figure out what the room was used for. Wyatt took the chair. "Okay, what'd you want?"
Rather than sit on the bed, Hezekiah stood with his hat in his hand. "Mr. Earp, my name is Hezekiah Jones. I live in a small town in the Arizona territory called Carlyle. Well," he was nervous and starting to shuffle his feet, "our little town is...ah, well it's starting to grow. Last year the town's people voted me its first mayor," he said with a grin. He looked at Earp for some sense of approval but got only the stone cold expression of a man who was running out of patience.
"A...anyway, ah, I guess like all growing towns, we're starting to attract an undesirable element. Some of the wranglers who work on the ranches nearby are getting pretty rowdy. We have a sheriff but he can't do much with'em and...well we need somebody like you, Mr. Earp. The town council has authorized me to offer you seventy five dollars a month to be our sheriff."
Earp's expression hadn't changed. "Seven five, that's more than I'm making here. How can your little town afford that?"
"Everybody's pitching in, the whole town."
Wyatt tilted his chair back until it came to rest on the wall. "Arizona, huh. You anywhere around Tombstone?"
"Ah, I..I think Tombstone is pretty far south. We're further north."
Wyatt nodded his head. "Well, it ain't going to matter anyway. I'm done with law'en. My brothers and me are going to Tombstone. They say the ground out there is so thick with silver all you have to do is walk around and pick it up."
"Oh Mr. Earp, won't you please reconsider. I..."
"Ain't going to do you no good begging, our mind's made up. No more law'en for the Earp brothers. Now," he said, forcing the chair back upright and starting to stand, "I got me a faro game to get back to. Try Bat, he might be interested."
"Bat; Mr. Masterson, you mean? He...we need somebody who's tough. We heard about what you did in Wichita. That's why they sent me down."
"Bat might look like a dandy but he's tough as a mountain lion. Ain't nobody in town I'd rather have watching my back...except maybe for Doc."
"Doc?"
"Doc Holiday, but I don't think you'd want him. He's meaner than a rattle snake with twice the temper."
"Oh, no he doesn't sound like the kind of person we're looking for. Are...are you sure you won't reconsider, Mr. Earp? Maybe I can get more money."
"I said no, now leave it be. I ain't interested."
Wyatt left the room first. By the time Hezekiah made it back out to the front of the saloon Earp was already back at the faro table.
"Hey, mister, buy a lonely girl a drink?"
She was almost as pretty as his wife. She was dressed in an undergarment that wrapped around her body and was cinched up tight in the back. It pulled her waist in and accentuated her chest. His own Mattiee had something like it but it wasn't nearly as fancy. Hers was just white. This one was made of a shiny yellow material and had lace around the leg openings and the top. She also had on a delicate looking head band with an ornamental feather sticking out of it. He couldn't believe these girls walked around in public like that.
It felt as if something was caught in his throat as he tried to answer. While stammering for the right words he felt his manhood growing. He was ashamed. He could feel himself blushing. "I...I...I'm sorry ma'am, I...I've got to go." He could hear her and others laughing as he almost leaped through the doors to the safety of the dark street.
Hezekiah was extremely disappointed as he wandered around, looking for the Dodge House. He really thought the seventy five dollars would entice Earp. It was an unheard of amount for a small town sheriff. He thought about Bat Masterson but he'd never heard of him before. Earp had a reputation. Everybody had heard about his law'en in Wichita.
That night Hezekiah had a hard time getting to sleep. His train was leaving at ten o'clock the next morning so it didn't give him a lot of time. He decided he'd take Earp's advice and talk to Bat Masterson before leaving.
After tossing and turning most of the night he was up at the crack of dawn. He was hoping he could catch Masterson before leaving so he wanted to get an early start. The day had barely begun when he walked into the hotel's restaurant for a good breakfast. He was about to take a seat when, as luck would have it, he saw Bat Masterson sitting by himself at a corner table. With hat in hand he approached and cleared his throat in an attempt to get his attention.
"Ah, excuse me, Mr. Masterson, I don't mean to interrupt your breakfast but could I possibly have a word with you?"
Masterson looked up from his eggs. "You're the fella who was looking for Wyatt yesterday. Didn't you find him?"
"Oh yes, thank you. He was right where you said he'd be. I..." he looked around then lowered his voice so the other patrons couldn't hear him. "I had a proposition for him but he turned me down. He suggested that you might be interested."
The lawman leaned back and kicked a chair out from under the table. "Proposition, huh. Have a seat and tell me about it."
Hezekiah gave Masterson the same pitch he gave Earp the day before but he wasn't interested either. He told him he'd be running for sheriff in another month or so and he was pretty sure he'd win. As sheriff of Cochise County, he could make a whole lot more money than the town of Carlyle was offering. Again, Hezekiah was very disappointed and getting desperate. "Mr. Masterson, do you know anyone else who might be interested? Mr. Earp mentioned some doctor..."
"Doc" blurted out Masterson, "that son of a bitch? He's nothing but a lying, thieving, cold blooded killer."
"But Mr. Earp..."
"Yeah, I know, Wyatt likes the bastard for some reason, but if I were you I'd stay as far away from Holiday as you can. He's nothing but trouble."
Hezekiah was downright desponded as he boarded the train for home. The people of Carlyle were counting on him and he let them down. What now, he wondered.
***
Meanwhile things were not improving back home. Billy and Eric Clayborn were about the two meanest coyotes within a hundred miles of Carlyle. Ezekiel Clayborn owned the Bar-C, one of the biggest cattle ranches in the territory. He lost his wife right after Billy, the youngest, was born. Without the love of a mother, the boys grew up tough and hard. They were as good with their guns as they were with their fists.
Tom Hicks, the sheriff, was scared to death of them; and not without good reason. When he tried to break up a fight between the older brother and another guy, both Eric and Billy jumped him and beat him unmercifully. They took his gun away and left him face down in the street while they walk away, laughing. It was the incident that prompted the town council to find another sheriff. With all the names that were bandied around, only one kept coming up again and again, Wyatt Earp. Those who knew the reason for Hezekiah's trip couldn't wait for him to come back with Earp. Since the Clayborn brothers beat up the sheriff they were only getting worse.
Mattie Jones was the prettiest girl in town. She was the girl Hezekiah left behind in Philadelphia when he came out west to make his fortune in California. Unfortunately he hit the Arizona territory at the wrong time of the year. The Black Mountains stood between him and his destination and he'd been warned repeatedly not to try and cross them in the winter. Hezekiah found himself in the little town of Carlyle with plenty of time to kill and no money.
He got a job with old man Towers at the hardware store. Over time he'd made some good friends in town and had become like a son to Mr. Towers. When the old man died in the early spring he left the store to Hezekiah. Faced with a decision to stay or go on, he sent for his bride-to-be and they settled in together.
***
Carlyle was too small for a train depot so once a week the local stagecoach line made the ten hour trip to and from the nearest station. If Hezekiah had missed the train in Dodge City he couldn't have gotten home for another week.
Mattie kept herself busy stocking shelves while she waited for the return of her loving husband. It had been the first time they'd been separated since he left her in Philly. As soon as she heard the stage she dropped what she was doing and ran out to greet it. Hezekiah had barely gotten one foot on the ground before she flung her arms around his neck and planted a big, passionate kiss on the lips.
While the two embraced, a couple others from the town council looked for a second passenger but no one else stepped out. They waited for the two to break for air before asking.
"Hez, where's Earp? Is he coming on the next stage?"
He'd been dreading this moment since leaving Dodge. "I'm sorry, Roy, he's not coming."
Even Mattie was shocked to hear the news. The Clayborn brothers harassed her when they were in the store a few days prior. They were obviously unaware that she was alone at the time. She was sure, had they known it would have been much worse. Roy Sheffield and Danny Smith, the other two council members, were devastated.
"Not coming? He turned you down?"
"Flat," said Hezekiah, nodding his head. "He said he and his brothers were going prospecting for silver in Tombstone. He recommended another guy, a Bat Masterson but he turned me down too. Sorry guys."
Both Roy and Danny had grief written all over their faces. "What're we going to do?" Danny asked rhetorically.
"I don't know. We'll just have to find someone else," answered Hezekiah.
"Yeah, but it's hard to find someone you can trust. I mean I've heard all kinds of stories where people hired a sheriff only to find out he was worse than the guys he was hired to put in jail."
"Well," said Roy, "we'll have to find somebody. Tom quit the other day."
"He did?" Hezekiah had no idea.
"Yeah, I feel sorry for the poor guy," said Mattie. "He came in the store yesterday and told me he's thinking about moving. He said some of the people in town have been making fun of him."
Hezekiah just shook his head. "That's not right, damn it. What was the guy supposed to do? It was two against one and they're a lot younger than Tom. As a town we shouldn't have let it happen. We should have done something to help him."
"Like what?" questioned Roy, indignantly. "Anyone who would have tried to help would've gotten their head blown off. He was the sheriff. That's why we hired him in the first place."
Hez felt bad for his friend, the sheriff and really didn't want to hear anymore. "Well, I'm pretty tired from the trip. Let's have a meeting tomorrow afternoon. We'll just have to try and come up with somebody else, that's all."
Mattie looked into his tired face. "Come on, Hez, I'll fix you a nice hot dinner and you can relax." She held him by the hand and took the lead.
After not having seen her for a week, relaxing was the last thing on his mind. As soon as they were in the privacy of the store he turned her around and pulled her close for another kiss. Even through the thick scratchy wool of his trousers she could feel his hardened cock.
"I was thinking the same thing," she told him with a broad smile, "but dinner first. I don't want you keeling over on me from hunger. I've missed you and I want it all tonight so you'll need your strength."
Later that night she proved to be a woman of her word. Hezekiah sat up in bed and watched his lovely wife undo the laces in her petticoat and let it fall to the floor. He was already hard as she crawled on top of him for a kiss. As he put his arms around her he rolled her onto her back and kissed his way from her neck to her nipples.
Mattie sighed as she squirmed with delight. She tenderly laid her hand on the back of his dark, curly hair as subtly guided his talented tongue from one nipple to the other then back again. As much as she enjoyed the stimulation, Mattie needed him inside of her. She reached down to find her prize. It felt more like steel than flesh. She arched her back and guided him into her vagina. She loved the feel of his cock. Mattie looked into his eyes as he started with long, slow strokes.



"Oh God," she moaned. "I need you, Hez. Oh yeah," she whimpered, pushing her hips to meet every thrust of her husband's love. Not having been inside his beautiful wife for a week, it didn't take Hezekiah long climax. He felt bad because he knew Mattie hadn't come yet but she assured him they had the entire evening ahead of them--and all evening it was. Over the next several nocturnal hours Mattie exploded in orgasm after orgasm as Hez's slow and deliberate technique allowed the two of them a long and satisfying night.
***
Hezekiah was counting on a pretty peaceful two or three weeks ahead. For most of the year, the local ranchers let their cattle graze pretty much where they wanted, so twice a year they had their round-ups. It kept most of the ranch hands busy gathering the stock and separating them from someone else's herd. Hezekiah knew old man Clayborn would have his boys working hard so he doubted they'd have time to come into town.
Over the next couple of weeks the simple, quiet life of Carlyle had almost lulled the town council into a false sense of security. Of course they knew it wouldn't last but the lack of any trouble put the need for another sheriff on the back burner for most of the people...except Hezekiah. He took being mayor seriously and felt responsible for the town's people. He even thought of going to the gunsmith's and buying a used pistol, but hell, he'd only shot one two or three times in his life; what chance would he have. Instead he took it upon himself to write to several lawmen he'd heard about and offer them the same arrangement he made Earp. Unfortunately trouble didn't wait for their replies.
Jerimiah Gibbins owned, The North Star Saloon, the only saloon in town. For the sake of his business, Jerry tried to get along with everyone, ranches as well as town's people. He had no quarrel with the Clayborn brothers. In fact, they probably spent more money in his establishment than the next ten guys combined.
It was late afternoon when a group of tired cowhands, led by the Clayborn brothers, wandered in and ordered up a round of drinks. Several of them grabbed a couple tables but Eric and Billy stayed at the bar to talk to Jerry. He loved to gab and was always a great source of gossip. He knew everything going on in town and even what young ladies might be open to the advances of a couple of young guys looking to sew some oats.
"Haven't seen you boys around lately," he said while pouring their drinks.
"Yeah, pa's pushing hard. After we get the heard together we're heading out on a cattle drive to Dodge City. Pa wants to make sure we have every head. Billy, me, and some of the other guys kinda snuck off the ranch for a couple hours but he have to get back around nightfall."
Jeri nodded his head with understanding. "Dodge City, huh. Hez Jones just came back from there a little while ago. I understand you boys got a reprieve," he told Eric.
The brothers looked to each other but neither knew what he was talking about. Billy was the first to ask. "Reprieve; reprieve from what?"
"Hadn't you heard? The town was trying to hire Wyatt Earp as the new sheriff."
"Wyatt Earp, I've heard of him but ain't he in Wichita?" asked Eric.
"Nah, that was a while back. He's been a lawman in Dodge City for years," stated Jerry.
"I've heard of him too," said Billy. "He's supposed to be one tough son-of-a-bitch. So what gave this Hez guy, the idea to get someone like Earp?"
"Well, I don't think it was all his idea. I think the whole town council was in on it."
"Town council, I didn't know this one horse town had a town council."
"For almost a year now; they elected Hezekiah Jones as mayor. He's the one who talked to Earp. He was gone a whole week but came back alone. There were a lot of people in town who were very disappointed. You boys didn't make any friends when you thrashed the sheriff like you did."
Billy was getting agitated. "The old fool deserved it," he said. "And you can tell the rest of the people in this hick town they'll get the same if they come up against the Clayborn brothers."
"I think everyone's well aware of it, boys. I don't think anyone in town is looking to give you any trouble."
Eric was still thinking about the lawman. "So Earp didn't take the job?"
"Nope. They offered him a bunch of money too. I guess he had better things to do."
The brothers felt both relief and anger as they knocked back their shots of rot-gut. Billy's temper was showing. "You said nobody's looking for trouble, what about this Hezekiah guy? It sure sounds like he's asking for it. Ain't he the one with the pretty wife; the one down at the hardware store?"
"Yeah, that's him, but you can't blame him. The town needs a sheriff. He was just looking to get the best they could, that's all."
Billy wasn't satisfied. "Yeah, well maybe we'll just go down and talk to him; show him what we think about him trying to hire Earp, or anybody else for that matter."
"Yeah, the town don't need no sheriff," Eric added, "it's got the Clayborn brothers, right little brother. Hell," he laughed, "I'll be the new sheriff. Billy here'll be my deputy."
"Yeah," replied Billy, "Ya know, I think the first person we'll arrest is that Hezekiah guy."
Eric liked that idea. "Yeah, I wonder what that pretty wife of his would do to get him out of jail."
Billy laughed, "Who knows, maybe she'd like to get fucked by a real man anyway. Maybe we should go down there and see."
"It'll have to wait, little brother. It's getting late. If pa finds out we come to town he'll skin us alive. Come on," Eric yelled, turning around to address the others that came in with them, "we got to get back."
Billy begrudgingly followed his big brother but the smoldering embers of his temper would only get hotter with time.
As they left, Jerimiah realized that his big mouth just may have gotten the nicest guy in town into a lot of trouble but it wasn't until three days later when he saw Mrs. Jones walking in town that he decided to warn them.
He called to get her attention. "Mattie."
She looked to her left in the direction of his voice. "Oh, hi, Jerry, how are you?"
"Hi, Mattie. I'm okay, how about you and Hez?"
"We're fine. Business is a little slow but it's always slow during the round ups. It'll pick up again when it's over. How about you? Business has to be slow for you too."
"Yeah, it is some. Listen, Mattie, I wanted to warn you and Hez..."
"Warn us?" she asked, a little startled.
"Yeah. The other day a few guys from the Bar-C were in and talking about Hez not being able to get Wyatt Earp as sheriff. From what I could gather, Billy and Eric are mad as hell for even trying to get him. I think they're looking to make some trouble. The...the way they were talking, they even said some nasty things about what they'd do to you, Mattie. I...it might be a good idea if you and Hez lit out for a while—maybe even moved."
The news gave Mattie a chill all the way down her spine. She knew Hezekiah would never run, and he certainly wasn't going to move. "Thank you, Jerry. I'll tell my husband and see what he says," she responded with a shaky voice.
She had no idea what to do. Her husband was a gentle man but he'd still stand up for himself if pushed, even in the face of insurmountable odds. He'd die before backing down to the Clayborns. She had been on her way down to the dry goods store for a new dress but she no longer felt like buying anything. She had to think. She needed to get him out of town, but how.
Later that night she suggested they go back to Philadelphia for a while. He had a brother he hadn't seen and both of her parents were still alive.
"What would we do about the store, Mattie? We can't just close up. People depend on us, honey. We'd have to find someone we could trust to take over for a while. Hell, honey, I can't think of a single person that's not already busy themselves, can you?"
Mattie desperately tried to think of someone but came up blank. "No," she reluctantly answered in defeat.
"Why all of a sudden? I mean..."
"We haven't seen anybody in a long time, Hez. Aren't you at all homesick? Don't you miss your brother? I miss my mom and dad. I just thought it'd be nice to see everyone again, that all."
Hezekiah thought about what she said. He did miss his brother now and then and he knew Mattie missed her folks. "Okay, I'll tell you what, we'll ask around; see if there's anyone in town that might be able keep an eye on things." Then he got an idea. "Hey, what if we paid for their passage out here?"
Mattie tried to keep from panicking. That would be worse. What if the Clayborn brothers humiliated him in front of his brother and her parents, like they did the sheriff?
"Hez, that's a nice idea but we can't afford to pay for all of them. No, that's alright. Maybe we could go one at a time. You can go visit your brother and I'll stay here. Then when you come back I'll go visit my mom and dad."
"Honey, I wouldn't leave you here alone that long but if you'd like to go for a visit that's fine. Why don't you write them and see when they'd want to do it?"
God, he was so frustrating. All she wanted to do was get him out of town for a while until those two jackasses cooled off.
As the round ups were coming to an end, the Bar-C was gearing up for the long cattle drive to Dodge. The old man sent a small crew into town with three buckboards to fill with food and supplies. Of course Billy and Eric were in charge.
"Hey, look over there," said Billy, nudging his brother in the ribs.
Completely unaware of her admirers, Mattie Jones looked fine as she walked down the other side of the street. Almost immediately she was surrounded by Billy and Eric. The younger of the two was always the brash one but Eric wasn't far behind.
Billy stuck his arm out in front of her and leaned against the wall making it necessary for Mattie to walk around but Eric blocked her way.
"What's the matter Mrs. Jones, ain't we good enough for a simple hi," taunted Billy.
"Hi, now excuse me."
Billy looked at his brother. "Now that wasn't very friendly, was it?"
"Not very friendly at all," Eric agreed. "Maybe what she needs is a good man in her life."
"Ya know, I'll betch you're right. Hell, that yellow-belly she's married to can't be much in bed, I'll bet. What about it; want a real man in your bed for a change?"
Mattie tried again to get around Billy but he grabbed her behind the neck and pulled their lips together for a kiss. Suddenly she stopped resisting. In fact she reached around and held his head in place while she kissed him back.
"Wooeee," he yelled when they broke apart.
"Where's mine?" asked Eric in a low, menacing voice.
"You'll have to take it like he did," she said. Mattie felt the domineering power of the man as he took ahold of her for a much more passionate kiss. She could tell he was a man who was used to getting what he wanted. From the passion behind his kiss, he wanted her.
"Come on," he told Billy after breaking the kiss, "we have to get going." He looked at Mattie who was flushed in the cheeks. "When we get back we're going to show you how real men treat a whore and I guaranty you'll love it," he chuckled.
Mattie didn't even see the shocked face of Roy Sheffield as the two Clayborn brothers laughed at her when they left. She was in a daze as she proceeded with her walk.
"Hez, ah...ther...there's something you should know."
Hezekiah was just checking the inventory of a new shipment of nails. He knew something was wrong just by looking into his friend's face. "Roy, what is it? You look like you've seen a ghost." The poor man's heart shattered with every word as his friend explained what he had witnessed.
"Are you sure she didn't try to slap him? Maybe Billy was holding her hands or something."
"Hez, I'm sorry man. I could see both of her hands clearly. She was holding Eric's head and kissing him. I hate to say it but it didn't look like it was the first time they kissed, either."
He was barely able to stand. He just stared into space as all the life seemed to drain from his body. "Okay, thanks, Roy. Can...please just leave me alone now."
"Hez, I'm..."
"Please, Roy, just go."
Roy left shaking his head and second guessing himself for telling what he saw.
Hez was sitting on the bench behind the counter when Mattie walked in. There was a far-away look in his eyes. She saw the various kegs of nails still sitting around. It didn't look like he'd done anything since she left. "Hez, is everything okay? Did you get done with the inventory?"
Hezekiah was never one to avoid saying something that needed to be said. "You were seen kissing Eric Clayborn. You want to tell about that?"
Damn, it was too early for him to find out. How, she wondered. What the hell, it took place right in front of the general store, of course he knows already. "It was nothing, Hez. Let it go."
"Let it go?" his voice rose in volume, something that didn't happen very often. "Did he force himself on you?"
"No, he didn't force himself on me."
"Then why? Roy said you kissed him. He said it looked like it wasn't the first time. What the hell's going on, Mattie? Jesus Christ, the Clayborn brothers?"
"Sometimes a woman just likes to be taken, Hez. Eric Clayborn is a man, a real man. I can feel his power when he holds me," she cried. "Billy is what--nineteen, twenty, and he's already twice the man you are. This isn't the place for us, Hez. Men out here don't ask for things, they take what they want--by force if they have to. Eric makes me feel like a woman."
Tears filled her eyes. She knew she wounded him badly. She didn't want to do that but she had no choice now. It almost killed her to see the pain she'd inflicted.
"Mattie, I...I..." he didn't know what to say. Evidently he'd lost her love and had no clue it was happening. He was under the impression she liked it in Carlyle. What happened? How could she have changed so drastically and he'd not seen it coming?
"Look, Hez, let's get out of this place; go back home to Philadelphia."
He saw no reason to go back to Philly. If she didn't love him anymore, what was the sense? She wouldn't love him anymore back east than in Carlyle. "If you want to go back to Philadelphia go ahead. I'm staying here. This is my home."
His words were devastating. He'd pretty much told her he could live without her. This was not what she wanted but she had no idea what to do about it.
For the first time since they'd met, things were very cool between them. You might even say downright cold. They talked to each other only when necessary. Hez was sleeping on a cot in the back room of the store. Old man Towers put it back there for him when he first started working there and didn't have the money for a room.
Every day Hezekiah died a little more inside as he watched his lovely Mattie treat him with apathy. Nothing made sense. He still loved her but she obviously no longer loved him back. The thought left him feeling empty and lost. Every night it was a chore to fall asleep because he couldn't stop asking himself why. Each day just kind of passed then merged into the next.
It had been two months since Mattie's declaration of lost love. Hez had been walking around in a fog the whole time. He was lonely. He was not a regular at the Lone Star, far from it. He'd actually only seen the inside of the place five or six times in all the years he'd lived there but somehow he found himself standing in front of it one night—why not, he asked himself with a sigh, what else did he have to do.
Jerry was surprised to see him walk in for two reasons; one, he just wasn't a frequent customer; two, because he'd heard the trail drive was over and the boys would be back any day.
"What the hell are you still doing here? Are you nuts?"
Hez hadn't even ordered a drink yet. He looked at Jerry with confusion. "What are you talking about? I just walked in."
"No, I don't mean here in my bar, I mean here in town. Billy and Eric will be back any day now."
"So?"
"Didn't Mattie tell you?" He could see Hezekiah was still confused and didn't understand why Mattie wouldn't have told him. "Listen, they were in here during the round up. They heard that you were trying to get Wyatt Earp for the sheriff and got really mad. They said they were going to teach you who ran the town when they got back. They..." his words started to drift.
"What, Jerry, they what?"
"Well, they said some nasty things about what they were going to do to Mattie, too. I told her months ago. Didn't she tell you? I thought you two would be gone by now. You got to get out of town, Hez. Who knows what those two will do to you."
Suddenly things were starting to make sense. He looked up at Jerry and thanked him, then left in a hurry. The store was closed. Mattie was upstairs cooking dinner when he burst through the door.
"Why didn't you tell me about the Clayborn brothers threatening me?"
"Oh God!" She sat down on a kitchen chair and looked into his angry face. "I...because you're so damn stubborn. I knew if I told you I'd never get you out of town. You'd feel like you were running away and I knew you'd never do that."
Things were coming together more and more by the minute. "Is that what all this has been about? A couple months ago you wanted to go back east for a visit. When that didn't work you kissed those two bastards and told me you didn't love me anymore..."
"I never said that, Hez. I never said I didn't love you anymore."
"Well you sure gave a good impression of it, Mattie. What was the plan?"
She saw no reason to keep the charade going. "I didn't really have a plan. When Eric kissed me like that I thought maybe I could talk him out of hurting you if he thought I had feelings for him. You weren't supposed to know anything about it, at least not for a while, but when you confronted me less than an hour later I didn't know what to do.
"At first I thought maybe it was better that you knew. I figured you'd want to get me away from here, away from them. I still don't understand why you insisted on staying here if you thought there was a chance I'd run off with them."
"Mattie, if you didn't love me anymore it wouldn't matter where we lived. If it wasn't them it'd be somebody else in another town."
She couldn't argue with his logic. His answer was actually a small relief. "I...I thought it was because you just didn't care anymore. I was so scared but I had to get you out of here. I figured if you thought I didn't love you anymore that...well, maybe you'd go back to Philly to lick your wounds; maybe spend some time with your brother. You told me before you wouldn't leave me by myself but if you thought I didn't love you anymore maybe you would."
"What were you going to do if I was still here when they came back?"
Mattie lowered head. She couldn't meet his eyes. "If it came to it, I was prepared to offer myself to them if they wouldn't hurt you."
"You were ready to give yourself to them to save me?"
She still couldn't look him in the face. She nodded her head while staring at the floor. "I'm so sorry for hurting you, Hez. I...I didn't know what else to do."
He walked over and gently lifted her from the chair. He had a big smile stretched all the way across his face. Not only did she still love him but she loved him more than he imagined. He could feel her whole body trembling as he brought his lips to hers and enjoyed the first kiss they shared in two months.
"Come on," he told her, "it's been a while. Let me remind you how much I love you."
She smiled but looked past him at the fire glowing in the wood burning stove. "What about dinner?"
"To hell with dinner," he said with a grin. "We're going to bed. Then tomorrow you're going to pack and Friday you're getting on the stage. I'm sending you home until all this blows over."



"Hez, no. I won't leave you."
"Yes you will, Mattie. Knowing those two bastards, it'd be just like them to use you to get to me. I'm not stupid. I know I'd never be able to stop them. I stand a much better chance if you're not here."
With that said there was no more room for discussion. He swept her up in his arms and carried her to bed. As the embers in the stove burned down the embers of their love only burned hotter. Mattie's naked flesh was scorched with the passion of his every touch. "Yes, yes," she howled in euphoric waves of ecstasy as her loving husband reclaimed his wife.
Mattie awoke the next morning, still wrapped in her husband's arms. Sunrays pierced through the curtained window to announce the beginning of a beautiful day. Now famished from having no dinner, she tried to get up without disturbing her man. It didn't work.
"Where're you going?"
"To make coffee and some breakfast; how do you feel?"
"Like a new man," he said with a chuckle. "You?"
"Like a new woman," she replied with a kiss on his lips.
Mattie threw on her robe and headed for the kitchen. Hez got up and went for the wash bowl. By the time he joined her, coffee was made. They both sat, grinning to themselves in sated silence as they pondered on the previous night. Mattie's thoughts, however, wandered to his insistence that she leave. She saw the logic of what he said about having to protect her but she couldn't bear the thought of not being there for him. Well, she had all day to give it more thought but they would discuss it again later that night, she would make sure of it.
Business was picking up again and that morning was particularly hectic. The bell Hez mounted over the door to signal someone coming in never stopped ringing. Neither of them got a break from waiting on customers for three straight hours. It was almost ten by the time they could take a breather. Wanting to take full advantage of the short lull, Mattie was going to run upstairs and get them both a cup of coffee. She didn't even make it past the counter when the bell over the door rung for the umpteenth time. Hez's heart dropped when he looked to see who it was.
"There she is," Billy thundered with more than his usual brashness. He looked at the stunned face of his future victim and laughed. "Your misses and me got some unfinished business, store clerk."
Mattie froze in fear when she saw Billy approaching. Hez immediately scrambled to block his path while looking for Eric. He sought to divert the young man's attention from his wife. "Where's your big brother, Billy?"
He stopped long enough to answer. "Pa's got him doing some chores. Don't worry he'll be along later for sloppy seconds, then we're going to take care of you. Now get out my way," he said, pushing Hezekiah to the side.
Hezekiah stumbled back but was undaunted in the defense of Mattie. He sprang forward with fists flying and caught Billy by surprise. He was knocked to the floor but got back up in a furry. He whipped the gun from its holster and smashed the butt into Hezekiah's forehead. The injured man dropped to his knees as Billy hit him two more times on the back of the head. The last thing he remembered was the panic in his wife's scream as his vision darkened and he lost consciousness.
"PLEASE, BILLY, DON'T HURT ANY MORE, PLEASE, I'LL DO WHAT YOU WANT BUT DON'T HURT HIM!"
Billy smiled as he re-holstered his Peacemaker. Mattie tried rushing to her husband's side but Billy grabbed her and pushed her back against the shelves.
"Leave'em be. You and me got business. I ain't had me a woman since we left Dodge and I been thinking about you the whole trip," he sneered.
Mattie tried to push him away as he smashed his mouth against hers but he was too strong. She thought she was saved when the bell over the door rang out. She couldn't see who it was but when her abuser yelled to get out she heard the sound of the door closing as the bell sounded their retreat.
With all her might, Mattie started pounding at her would be rapist but was stopped by a backhanded slap across her petty face. Billy knew it had taken the fight out of her when he felt her body sag in surrender. He tugged and pulled, ripped and tore at her clothes as she cried with worry at the unknown fate of her husband.
Mattie's voice was the last thing Hezekiah heard as he blacked out, now the whimpering sounds of his lovely wife was the first thing he heard as he slowly regained consciousness. Through blurred and shadowy vision, he saw Billy molesting her. The bastard had torn her dress and had worked his way through her petticoat and camisole to expose her breasts.
Still very groggy, Hezekiah felt for something substantial and grabbed at the first thing he found. He struggled to his feet. Billy was way too busy, now sucking and biting at his Mattie's nipples. With all the strength he could muster, Hez took a swing at the back of the bastard's head. Blood splattered his face as the large wrench in his hand made contact with Billy's skull and a large piece of scalp flew to the floor as the young man dropped like a rock.
Mattie, who had her eyes closed to her attacker, recoiled in fear not knowing at first what had happened. She cried his name as she saw the blood soaked figure of her husband standing before her. In his weakened condition, she almost knocked him down again when she threw her arms around him. "Hez, oh my God, Hez, are you alright?" she sobbed.
He braced himself against the counter and dropped the wrench as he put his arms around her. "Yeah," he mumbled in a weakened voice. Still paying no attention to the crumpled body on the floor, they consoled one another with tears of relief.
Finally separating, Mattie tried to close her torn top the best she could as she noticed Hez looking at the lifeless form at his feet. She gasped and put her hands to her mouth in shock. It was the first she realized what had happened. "Oh my God, Hez, is he...is he dead?"
"I think so," he responded. "He don't look like he's breathing. We should get the doc over here though; just to make sure."
"Hez, no. We can't tell anyone. If this gets out old man Clayborn will kill you for sure. Lock the front door. We'll hide him for now then take him out and bury him in the desert tonight when everybody's asleep."
Hezekiah was still lightheaded. He sat on a stool to think. "We...we can't do that, Mattie. I...I killed a man. I have to take responsibility for that."
"He wasn't a man he was an animal—no better than a coyote. Hez, if you admit to this they'll kill you for sure."
Before Mattie had the chance to convince her husband of what had to be done their fate was determined for them with a ring of that damned bell.
Ever since he came back from Dodge alone, Hezekiah had been writing letters to various lawmen, trying to find one who would take the job as their sheriff. Just the week prior, he had received a letter back from Jim Roberts, a man of some reputation for being good with a gun and a survivor of the Pleasant Valley cattle war. In the letter he accepted the job of sheriff and told Hezekiah it would take him about a week to get there.
He rode into town just after daybreak but took time to board his horse, get a room and have a good breakfast before asking one of the town's people where he could find the mayor. He was directed to the hardware store.
Mattie and Hezekiah turned their heads toward the door as the tall stranger entered and immediately saw the body. He looked at Hezekiah as he reached into his pocket and retrieved his nickel plated revolver. He held it at his side as he quickly assessed what he saw. The woman's eyes were red and swollen, mostly likely from crying. Her dress was torn, showing a lot more than it should. The man sitting on the stool was bleeding badly from a cut over his left eye. There was more blood on his collar and down the back of his shirt. Without a doubt he knew the man had been buffaloed. Cautiously he announced, "My name is Jim Roberts. I'm looking for Hezekiah Jones."
Hez recognized the name right away. With everything that had been going on, he'd forgotten about his arrival. "I'm Hezekiah," he answered. He turned toward his wife. "He's our new sheriff," he told her.
Mattie's heart sunk. "New sheriff! Why didn't you say something?" she cried with tears flooding her eyes.
"Hell, Mattie, we've barely spoken to each other in the last two months." He looked back at the man still standing with a pistol in his hand. "This was one of the guys I wrote you about. He came into the store a little while ago, knocked me cold with his gun and tried to rape my wife. I came to and hit him with a wrench. I think he's dead."
Jim walked over and felt for a pulse. "He's dead alright." He noticed the wrench lying on the floor. "Is that what you hit him with?"
"Yeah," Hez said with a nod of his head.
The new sheriff picked it up. "You got an undertaker in this town?"
"Yeah, Austen Stricker, he's got a place in back of the alley between the general store and Walt's dry-goods."
"What about a doctor?"
"Two doors before you get to the alley."
"Can you walk?"
Hez nodded a yes.
"Okay, why don't you show me to the sheriff's office. Then you can stay there and write your statement while I go get them. I'll send the doc over to you and come back here with the undertaker."
"Are you arresting my husband?" shrieked Mattie.
"No ma'am. By the looks of him and...ah...your condition ma'am, I can see it's a case of self-defense but I still need him to write out a statement."
"Sheriff, you can't tell anyone about this. If word of it leaks out the Clayborns will come into town and kill him. Help me bury the body in the desert tonight, please."
He looked at Hezekiah. "Is that what you want?"
Hez shook his head no.
"Good." He looked back at Mattie. "I'm sorry, ma'am, your husband hired me to uphold the law, not break it. Something like you're proposing could cause a lot more trouble than facing things head on. What you think this Clayborn fella's going to do when his son disappears." He could see the woman was terrified so he tried to put her mind to ease. "Don't worry, ma'am, I won't let anything happen to him." He looked back at his new boss. "You ready?"
It was decided they would lock the front door and Mattie would wait for the undertaker at the back, away from the body. The two men walked a few doors down the street. When Roberts saw where his office was he told Hezekiah to wait for him inside while he went on his errands. He stopped at the doctor's office first and told him the mayor needed him in the sheriff's office. Next he found the mortician's office off the main street. After explaining the situation the two men met Mattie in the rear of the store. Roberts grabbed Billy under the shoulders while Stricker took his feet. Together they carried the body along the back of the buildings to the mortuary.
"Listen," Roberts told the man who was now in charge of the corps, "don't say anything to anybody about this until I get a chance to get a handle on things."
"Ah, okay, for a while but I'm not going to stick my neck out," Stricker emphatically replied. "This is Ezekiel Clayborn's youngest. He's going to want revenge."
"Yeah, I get it. I'm not asking you to stick your neck out, just don't go announcing it all over town."
As soon as Stricker agreed to keep his mouth shut for a while, Roberts made a B-line for his new office.
"How is he, Doc?"
"Well, he'll live but he's got some nasty cuts and bumps."
Hezekiah looked a lot better with all the blood cleaned up but his eye was starting to swell and it looked like he was going to have a really bad shiner for a while. "Did you get the body over to Stricker's?"
"Yeah. Can he be trusted? I asked him not to say anything for a while."
"Ah, I...I don't really know," admitted Hez.
Robert's looked to the doctor who simply shrugged his shoulders.
"Okay, Mayor Jones..."
"Oh please—just call me Hez. That's what everyone calls me."
"Okay, Hez, do you have a church in Carlyle?"
"Ah, yeah. It's down on the other side of town."
"Good. Does it have a bell by any chance?"
"Yeah, we brought it all the way from San Francisco."
"Okay, good. Are you done with your statement?"
"Yeah."
"Alright. Why don't you go over and see if your wife is okay, then meet me at the church. Doc, don't say anything about Clayborn but can you spread the word that the mayor's going to hold a town meeting at the church in a little bit? Tell everybody it's very important they attend. Tell'em it's a matter of life and death. When I ring the bell that'll be the signal for everybody to come."
The doctor was just closing his medical bag and getting ready to go. "Yeah, I can do that," he said on the way out.
Hez was nervous. "What're you going to do?"
"Well first I need me some deputies. You know anyone you think would be a good candidate?"
Hez thought but couldn't come up with a single name. "The only ones around here any good with a gun are the cattlemen."
"I don't necessarily need somebody who's good with a gun, just someone with courage who won't back down. A shotgun with double-ought buck will usually discourage any gunman." Hez still couldn't think of anyone. "Okay, don't worry about it right now. I'll give you about ten minutes with the misses but then I need you at the church."
Hezekiah assured him he'd be there. When he got back to the store he was a little surprised the front door was still locked. Inside things were still as they were when he left. He thought she'd try to clean the blood from the floor but it hadn't been touched. He looked around the first floor then climbed the stairs to their living quarters. He found Mattie packing two suitcases.
"What are you doing?"
"What's it look like I'm doing? We're leaving, Hez. We're getting out of this town. I don't care what you say, we're going back home."
When he walked over and put his arms around her she buried her head in his chest and burst out in tears. "Please, Hez, please come with me. I don't want you to be killed. I love you. Please, please don't make me a widow."
He tenderly laid his hand on the back of her head and stroked her hair. "Honey, this new sheriff knows what he's doing..."
"Oh please, Hez," she yelled, pushing him away. "He's one man. What the hell can he do? When Clayborn comes to town he'll have the whole ranch with him. They'll kill you, Hez. They'll gun you down and there ain't nothing that Roberts guy or anyone else will be able to do to stop them and you know it."
"Honey, I can't run. If I do I'll have to live the rest of my life looking over my shoulder. I can't live like that, Mattie."
"Well at least you'd be living. Damn you, Hezekiah Jones, damn you!"
"I'm sorry, honey. I...I have to get over to the church. The sheriff is having a town meeting and I got to be there. Please forgive me, honey. I...I've got to see this thing through."
Mattie watched from the second story window as her man walked down the street to the church. She knew their time together would be short-lived now.
Hezekiah was climbing the steps as the bell rung out. He went inside and talked with the new sheriff while waiting for the town's people. Roberts told him to simply introduce him and he would do the rest.
They didn't know what the doc said to get everyone to the church but it was filled to capacity and then some. The mayor spoke first and introduced Jim Roberts, hero of the Pleasant Valley War. Several people called out, asking what happened to his face when Hiz stepped up to the podium but he avoided answering. When he was done Jim got up to speak. After his initial remarks about looking forward to being a part of the town, he got down to business.
"When I rode into to town earlier today I was hoping for time to settle in but that's not what happened. A few of you already asked about Mayor Jones' face. Well, he was pistol whipped earlier today by Billy Clayborn. When Billy tried to rape Mrs. Jones your mayor went after him and killed him in self-defense."
Everyone immediately started to panic. Scared voices shouted above the roar of the crowd asking if Hez was going to leave town. Some of the women started crying. There were very few concerns for their mayor; everyone was too worried about what Ezekiel Clayborn would do to them and the town in retaliation.
Roberts yelled several times until they all settled down and were ready to listen again. "I know you're scared. Clayborn is a big man in these parts, I understand; but if we all stand together as a town he can be cut down to size, believe me. I've seen it happen.
"Now I'm going to need a couple permanent deputies. Anyone interested, stop by the sheriff's office and see me. That's not going to help the current situation; however, I need volunteers to stand with me when Clayborn comes for your mayor. Who knows how to shoot a rifle?"
He was sadly disheartened when no one raised their hand. "Okay, look; there's a difference between being scared and being a coward. Here's the deal. You can all go hide your heads and watch while Clayborn guns down me and your mayor or you can stand up and fight. The choice is yours but if you let him get away with killing Hez and me what, or who is going to prevent him from killing you next time, or raping your wife or daughter? You people go home and think about what I said, but I don't think it'll take long before Clayborn finds out what happened so you people better make up your minds. If you're going to stand and fight, come to my office and we'll talk about strategy.
"Thank you, everyone. Now go home. I only want to see you again if you're ready to use a rifle."
It almost seemed like they couldn't get out of there fast enough. Most of them looked at the floor as they left, a bad sign. No one could even look Hezekiah in the eye. Both he and the sheriff knew they were on their own.
***
"Dead! What are you talking about, my son can't be dead! What the hell..."
"I...I'm sorry, Mr. Clayborn. I...I saw two men carrying his body out of the back of the hardware store in town."
Ezekiel Clayborn collapsed into the chair from where he ran the Bar-C. He peered over the massive oak desk in front of him and stared at the ranch hand who had delivered the devastating news. "Ar...are you sure it was Billy?"
"Yes, Sir," he answered while nervously crumpling his hat in his hand. "I...I didn't get a real good look at his face because of all the blood but I got a good look at that Cheyenne holster rig he bought in Dodge with his new Colt. It was Billy alright, Mr. Clayborn. I'm sure of it."
"Where's Eric?" he muttered in a voice almost unattached to reality.
"Ah, I'm not sure, Sir. I just rode back from town. I came as fast as I could. Ah, Eric is probably still out on the east quarter where you sent him to fix the fence."
"Go get him," he demanded. "And round up everyone you can find. We're going to town. You said it was the back of the hardware store?"
"Yes, Sir. The store-keep has a real pretty wife. She was making eyes at Billy before we left on the drive. He kept saying how he was going to bring her back here for himself. I...I figure the store-keep bushwhacked him when he went to get her."
The shock was wearing off and pure rage was taking its place in the stone-cold heart of Ezekiel Clayborn. He wanted revenge! "Okay, go find Eric and the others. Meet me out front in two hours. We're going to kill a store-keep."
"Yes, Sir." The loyal cowhand turned and was happy to get out of there. His horse was already lathered from the hard ride from town but it didn't matter. He took off in search of Eric at a full gallop.
It was almost five o'clock in the afternoon by the time Ezekiel Clayborn and fifteen other men on horseback stood at the edge of town. Eric was at his father's side as they stared at the empty streets. The old man looked around for any signs of an ambush before riding in but saw nothing. It was almost ghostlike. "Do they have a sheriff?"



"They've been trying to hire one ever since Billy and me whupped the old one but I don't think they got anybody."
That wasn't enough for old man Clayborn. He didn't get where he was by taking chances. "Finch, Lucky, you two check out the sheriff's office. If there's anybody in there make sure they don't interrupt us."
"Yes, Sir, Mr. Clayborn." The two dismounted and cautiously walked down the wooden sidewalk. Lucky peeked in the window and saw Roberts sitting at his desk. He nodded to Finch then looked back and waved to his boss before they both entered the sheriff's office with pistols drawn.
As soon as Clayborn felt his only threat was removed he and his men thundered through town, quickly pulling their horses up in front of the hardware store. Before Hez realized what was happening the men stormed inside and rushed the two of them. Mattie screamed as three of the men grabbed her. Hezekiah struggled in an attempt to aid his wife but it was useless. The rest of the men had him completely incapacitated.
Clayborn saw the cuts and Hez's swollen eye and knew he had the right man. "You killed my boy," he flatly declared.
Hez was still trying to break loose as he answered. "It was self-defense," he yelled.
"I don't care. Come on boys, I got a rope on my saddle. Somebody get it. We're going to string him up in the front of the livery stable and leave him hanging as a warning for the rest of the people in this lousy town. C'mon!"
Eric grabbed Mattie who was still screaming wildly and slapped her across the face. "Shut up!" he yelled. "We're going to take you out and let you watch your murdering husband hang, then we're taking you to the ranch where you can entertain the hands until we all get good'n tired of you."
"Let her go! She had nothing to do with it," cried Hezekiah, but his plea fell on deaf ears.
"Somebody put him on a horse," yelled the old man.
One of the men tied Hez's hands behind his back as the cowpunchers pushed and shoved the two into the street. Several of them lifted him up on a horse. The rope they grabbed was already tied with a hangmen's noose. Clayborn mounted his horse and walked it in the direction of the stables.
Surrounded and unable to break free from the blood thirsty mob, Mattie screamed at the top of her lungs. "PLEASE DON'T, SOMEBODY HELP, PLEASE, PLEASE HELP US," she implored, but the doors and windows of Carlyle stayed closed.
The vengeful mob herded Hezekiah to his fate. Just as one of the men threw the rope over a big timber that was used to haul hay up to the loft, two shots rang out from the sheriff's office.
Eric grinned up at his pa. "I guess they'll be looking for a new sheriff again."
Ezekiel wasn't concerned with the sheriff, he was eager for vengeance. "Bring his horse alongside mine," he ordered. Mattie was still screaming frantically as Ezekiel got ready to slip the noose over Hezekiah's head.
"HOLD IT!"
The booming voice broke through the chaos and everyone stopped to look. Standing alone in the street was the tall slim figure of Carlyle's new sheriff holding a double-barrel shotgun.
Eric glanced in the direction of the jail wondering how he got past Lucky and Finch. He realized the two shots they heard meant his friends wouldn't be returning to the ranch.
Ezekiel broke the silence. "You going up against us all, sheriff? Don't be silly. It's fifteen against one, you don't stand a chance. Get out of here and we'll let you live, otherwise..."
The hero of Pleasant Valley stood pat. "I assume you're Ezekiel Clayborn. You got here fast. We weren't expecting you until tomorrow. I guess now's as good a time as any though. I got double-ought buckshot in this thing. You might get me but I'm going to take five or six of you to boot hill with me—and you're definitely going to be one of them."
"You won't shoot," replied old man Clayborn, "you could just as easily hit the store-keep here, or worse, his wife."
"The mayor's going to die anyway and for what you have in store for his misses...well, I'm sure she'd rather be dead."
Not a sound was made during the twenty or thirty second stand off until the overconfident Eric decided he was fast enough to drop the man where he stood. The deafening blast from one of the large barrels almost blew the older brother in half.
Clayborn's horse spooked as he was going for his gun and Robert's couldn't get a bead on him. Just as Ezekiel leveled his Scofield forty-four on the lone lawman another shot rang out from above and the king of ranchers flew from his horse, landing in a pool of blood.
Roberts had no idea where the shot came from but he was going make the most of it. "Alright, everybody hold it. You're all covered," he yelled, pointing the other barrel of his twelve gage.
They all looked back at their former boss as they raised their hands high in the air. "Everybody line up and drop your guns into the dirt. Then march towards the jail," he told them. "Mattie, go help your husband off that horse and go home. It's over."
She was almost hysterical as she ran over to Hezekiah. As soon as he was on the ground she untied his hands, threw her arms around his neck, and sobbed uncontrollably. He embraced her trembling body and tried to calm her. "It's okay, honey. I'm okay."
While escorting what was left of the would-be lynch mob back to jail, Jim noticed a young man with a Winchester thirty-thirty exiting the front door of the hotel. "You," he called out, "you want to give me a hand here?"
The kid couldn't have been more than twenty but he didn't hesitate to back up the sheriff. Once everyone was safely behind bars, Roberts had a talk with him. "I'm guessing you're the one who took the shot that put Clayborn down."
"Yeah, I had to. He was going to shoot you."
"Well I'm obliged. What's your name?"
"Joshua, Joshua Hicks. My dad was the town sheriff here...until the Clayborn brothers beat him half to death."
"I see; so that shot was just for revenge?"
"No, Sir. I...I want a good place to live. I thought about what you said at the church. You were right, first it was my pa, then the mayor. Who would be next? I've got me a fiancé. Her name's Molly. She's the prettiest girl in these parts. I thought about her. What if they came for her someday? I couldn't let that happen, Mr. Roberts."
He liked what he heard. "What about that job as my deputy; you interested?"
He answered immediately. "Yes, sir."
"Alright," he said, opening the drawer where he saw the deputy's badges. "The first order of business is to stop calling me sir, the name's Jim."
"Yes, sir, Jim; thank you," he said while pinning the badge to his shirt. "I hope you don't have a bad opinion of the people here. They're not bad, honest. They've...well, they've never had anyone they could feel they trusted before. My dad tried to keep the peace but he was just no match for the Clayborns. I'm pretty sure that after today you're going see the people won't be so scared."
"I hope you right, Josh. I'm getting tired of moving around. I'm kinda hoping to settle down—maybe here, we'll see."
Things did change in Carlyle from that day forward. Under the training of sheriff Jim Roberts, Joshua Hicks became a first rate deputy. Between the two they commanded a new respect for law and order in town. Joshua was also right about the people. The few times they need the town's backing it was there. Carlyle's reputation discouraged the criminal element around and encouraged more decent people to take up residence.
Mattie and Hezekiah never did move. In fact, as the town grew so did their family...by two healthy, strapping sons and one beautiful daughter. Hezekiah remained the mayor for years. They even started paying him.
Jim Roberts also stayed on the job. With his trusted deputy at his side the town's people just wouldn't let him step down. He finally left Carlyle behind one night when he passed away while doing his rounds at the age of seventy-three.
The End.
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Make Him Cry Uncle
The sky was a cloudless blanket of bright blue serenity broken only by the gentle, musical chirping of contented feathery friends scampering from tree to tree. Dana, still in her house coat, sipped her coffee while mindlessly looking out the kitchen window onto the best that a Chicago's summer day has to offer.
She didn't even hear the redundant knock on the back door just before her friend and neighbor walked in.
"Jesus, girl, you're not dressed yet? It's gorgeous outside."
"Hi, Gloria," she said, tuning around to address her friend. "Coffee?"
"Yeah, I'll have a quick cup. I stopped by to see if you wanted to come over and hang out at the pool," she said while taking a seat at the kitchen table.
Dana took a cup from the overhead cupboard and poured the java. "Yeah, that sounds good," she replied as she set the brew down in front of her friend.
Gloria sensed something different. Dana almost appeared to be out of it...in a daze almost. "Everything alright, Dana? It's not like you to still be in your robe at ten o'clock in the morning."
"Oh, I'm okay," Dana responded. "I just have some things on my mind, that's all."
"Well you can tell me all about it by the pool. It's eighty degrees out there already. Go put on your suit and let's go."
"Okay; let me grab a quick shower and I'll be over in twenty minutes."
"I'll be waiting." Gloria finished her coffee in one more sip. "Don't be long," she said, leaving the way she came.
Dana went upstairs and took a shower then picked one of her more conservative swim suits and headed off in the direction of her neighbor's. Gloria was already poolside, stretched out on a lounge chair with a glass of red wine. The bottle and a clean glass sat on a small round table between Gloria and the chair reserved for her neighbor.
She didn't even bother removing her sunglasses when she heard Dana's footsteps. "Tim and I found this lovely little winery in Lake Geneva. This is one of my favorites. It's a fruit wine, try it," she said, motioning for her friend to have a seat at the same time.
Dana poured herself a glass before joining her friend by stretching out in the other lounge chair. She took a sip then closed her eyes and leaned back to feel the warm sun on her face. "Mmmm, that is good."
"Umm humm," she acknowledged lazily. "So, what's going on, girlfriend? You looked like you were a thousand miles away when I walked in. Everything okay on the home front?"
"Yeah," she replied, not too convincingly.
"It doesn't sound like it. Come on, out with it. You know you can't keep any secrets from me."
There was a short stillness in the warm air as Dana decided to trust her neighbor. "Gloria, have you ever thought of...of having sex with other men?"
That caught Gloria's attention. She removed her sunglasses and looked over. "You're not having an affair? Oh, Dana..."
"No...at least not yet."
"Well take my advice and don't do it. Jesus, Dana, if John ever found out you were sleeping around on him it'd kill him."
"Huh, only after he killed me first. He'd be devastated, I know. It'd be the end of our marriage. That's why I haven't done anything yet. I love John. I'd never want to hurt him like that."
"Then why are you talking about having an affair?"
"Not really an affair, just a change of pace once in a while. Don't you miss the variety, the thrill of breaking in a new lover?"
"Not really."
"Well I do. I wasn't a slut or anything but I had my share of men before I met John. Sex never got old because there was always something different. If I felt adventurous I could go out, bat my eyelashes at some handsome guy and take him home for some excitement. I've been married for five years now. I miss the diversity, the challenge."
"So I take it John's not very good in bed?"
"Oh no, he's the best I've ever had—by far. It's not the quality of sex it's...I don't know, it's always with John. Every time I look up after having an orgasm it's John's grinning face looking back at me. It was okay for a while but it's getting old. I love him to pieces but I really do miss having different lovers."
"Dana, you'd have to be so careful; you said it yourself, if John found out it'd be the end of your marriage and men always find out you know. I have a couple of friends who thought they could sneak something by their husbands. Every one of them got caught."
"Yeah, I know. I think they probably hone in on the guilt. I mean, how are you not going to feel guilty? I know I would. I think John would spot it right off. One look into my face and he'd know."
She took another sip of wine before continuing. "If I'm going to do it, it has to be soon. John is talking about having kids. That would make it ten times harder, not to mention make me feel even more guilt. Then I'd not only be cheating on John but our kid too."
"Have you talked about it with him? You know some guys actually get off on watching their wives screw other men. Maybe it's a fantasy of his and you don't even know it."
"No, are you kidding; we've talked about fidelity before. You can be sure he's not one of those guys. I wish he was, this would be a whole lot easier."
"Hmmm."
"What? I know you Gloria. When you say, "Hmmm," like that, you've got something up your sleeve."
"Well...I was just thinking...what if you made him cry uncle."
Dana had no idea what her friend was talking about. "I don't get it," she replied with a confused look, "cry uncle?"
Gloria explained herself. "Yeah, give him all the sex he wants, and more. In fact, demand it. When he's home during the day tell him you want to make love. As soon as he crawls into bed at night, attack him. Make him set the alarm half an hour earlier in the morning and tell him you need some loving to hold you over until he comes home. He'll probably love it, at least at first, but physically he won't be able to keep going. When he's exhausted and can't perform anymore, you start complaining."
Dana was starting to understand her friend's plan. "Yeah," she said with delight. "I get it now. I'll screw the hell out of him until he can't possibly get it up any more, then I start bitching at him. I'll tell him he's not keeping me satisfied in bed, that I'm frustrated and that he'd better start taking vitamins or something. I'll harp on him constantly. Hell, after a while he'll beg me to take a lover."
"Ah ha," Gloria confirmed. "He'll realize you require more sex than he can provide, especially if you keep bitching at him for falling down on his conjugal duties as a husband. By the time you tell him you want to take a lover, he'll welcome the relief."
"Gloria, you're a genius," applauded Dana. "But," she suddenly looked worried, "won't he figure it out. I mean, we've been married for five years. I never needed that much sex before. Won't he be suspicious? As soon as I mention a lover he's going to know the whole thing was a set up from the start."
Gloria thought for just a couple moments before her devious mind came up with the answer. "Complain about hot flashes. When it comes to a woman's hormones, men are completely in the dark. Tell him they're all out of whack and it's making you constantly horny."
"Hot flashes, shit Gloria I'm only twenty-five. He'd never fall for that."
"Sure he will," she continued. "Besides, you really think he's going to be looking for an explanation? Hell, for the first couple of weeks he'll be living every man's dream; if he can last that long," giggled Gloria.
"It's certainly worth a try," Dana acknowledged. "Hell, the worst that can happen is that we have a whole lot of sex for a couple of weeks. I guess I can think of worse things," she said with a laugh.
"Damn, all this talk about sex is making me horny. I think you and I should go to the mall a little later and check out Victoria's Secret," Gloria suggested.
"Great idea...yeah, something in black; I can meet him at the door dressed in some sexy lingerie tonight when he comes home. I'm really beginning to like this," she commented.
Both girls giggled as they both made plans for seducing their husbands.
It was early afternoon before Dana and Gloria pulled themselves from the pool and headed for the mall. They made a bee-line for Victoria's Secret. They had been discussing seduction techniques for hours and already had a good idea of what they were looking for so it took them no time at all before they were heading home again with smiles of anticipation.
When John walked in the door that night he was greeted by someone who looked like his wife, except this woman wore a short, tight, little black dress. The kind women wear when they're out to seduce a man. Her auburn hair flowed softly over her shoulders and her green eyes sparkled.
She slinked up to her husband and wrapped her arms around his neck. "Welcome home, stud." her voice dripped with sex.
"Hello, yourself," he replied with a big grin. John had no idea what had brought on his wife's mood but he wasn't going to knock it. He put his hands around her waist and pulled her in tight. By the time they finished their kiss he was hard as a rock.
"Oh, somebody's horny," she expressed with a grin.
"I think a couple of somebody's are horny," he responded.
"Dinner first," she told him. "You're going to need all the nourishment you can get tonight." She took him by the hand and led him into the candle light setting in the dining room.
***
"So...how did it go last night?"
"Shit, Gloria, I can hardly walk today. How about you?"
"Well, okay once I convinced Tim I wasn't cheating on him."
"Cheating...whatever gave him that idea?"
"Oh, he thought I was trying to make up for something out of guilt. Remember how we talked about men being able to hone in on the guilt of having an affair? Yeah...well, Tim's radar was working overtime. He gave me the third degree for the first half an hour. I was about to say forget it when I guess he finally decided I was just trying to be romantic. What a Schmutz."
Dana couldn't help but giggle at her poor friend. "Was it worth it by the end of the night?"
"Oh yeah; so it went well for you too?"
"Yeah; if John thought I was guilty of something he didn't say anything. I had a candle light dinner waiting for him when he got home. I had that little cocktail dress on over my outfit. He loves me in that.
"He was in a real romantic mood by the time we got upstairs. I could tell just by the way he was touching me. He really does love me. I could see it in his eyes when he looked at me. We kissed a couple times then he reached around and unzipped my dress. You should have seen his eyes bug out when he saw what I was wearing under it. He smiled and kissed me again.
"The kiss was so passionate I didn't even realize he undid that little push-up bra. When we broke from the kiss the bra just fell right down my arms on to the floor. That's when he picked me up..."
"He picked you up?"
"Yup, just like in the movies or one of those romance novels. Anyway, he gently laid me down on the bed then knelt down and slowly started undoing the garter straps. When he had them all unsnapped he rolled my stockings down while he caressed my legs. When he got the stockings off he unsnapped the garter belt. I raised my hips up a little so he could work my panties down.
"God, I was so hot I almost came as soon as his tongue touched my pussy lips. John always was a great pussy eater. He's not afraid to get right in there. I've always told him he has a very talented tongue so he takes it as encouragement.
"He knows me pretty well by now. He had it timed perfectly. I was about to come when reached up and lightly started circling my clit with his finger. God, did that send me over the edge. I'm not sure but I think I grabbed his head and pushed it down harder. I know I was bucking like a bronco the whole time I was coming.
"It took me a few minutes to come back to my senses. When I looked down he was looking up at me from between my legs. He had a big grin all over his wet face. I was still breathing hard when he started kissing the inside of thighs. From there he kissed my pussy again then started his way up my body. By the time he reached my nipples he had me so hot again I was begging him to fuck me.
"I think he had plans to tease me a little more but I reached down and grabbed his cock. God, he was hard. I guess he knew I meant business so he let me guide him inside me.
"He does this thing where he likes to penetrate barely deep enough to keep it in for a while then he'll start sinking in all the way. He'll go back and forth like that for a while then start getting more aggressive. By that time I've usually come again. Last night he made me come three times before he finally came himself."
"Damn, are you kidding me? That sounds like one great marathon love making session. If you keep him going like that he won't last a week."
"Well, he didn't stop there. He got a warm washcloth and cleaned us both up then lay down along side of me in bed. It took me a few minutes to get back to normal but when I did I took his cock in my mouth. He was hard again in no time and we went for round two."
"Shit, are you kidding me?"
"No, why?"
"Jesus, Dana, Tim is good for about twenty minutes. How long did you guys go at it?"
"Ah...well, we went to bed about eight-thirty. When I glanced at the clock before we cuddled to go to sleep it was a little after midnight so about three and half hours I guess."
Gloria was flabbergasted. "Oh come on."
"Well, we don't always go that long, just when we're both in the mood. Sometimes it's more of a quickie like this morning."
"This morning? You mean he still had enough left to go another round this morning?"
"Oh, yeah; it's too bad we didn't think to set the alarm a little earlier. We only had about forty-five minutes to screw before he had to get off to work."
Gloria didn't say anything for a few minutes. She was too busy fantasizing about her own husband making love to her for three and a half hours. When she finally came back to the land of the living, she changed the topic of conversation and they were off kibitzing about the neighbor four doors down.
That night Dana was still very content from the fucking John had given her the night before but if the plan was to work she had get him in the mood again. It didn't take much. Even without the fancy underwear, John was ready to show his beautiful wife just how much he loved her.
John never did question his wife's sudden need for making love. He was more than happy accommodate her night and day. After two weeks she had another conversation with her neighbor and good friend.
"Well, is he ready to cry uncle yet?" Gloria asked.
"Not so far."
"You're kidding? Did you start complaining when he can't get it up?"
"So far that hasn't been a problem for him."
"Oh come on; haven't you been pressuring him to have sex all the time like we talked?"
"Yeah, shit, Gloria, if we have anymore sex I'll turn into a babbling idiot. He's getting used to it. Morning, noon, and night there he is with his dick hanging out and a shit eating grin on his face. I swear I don't know how much more of it I can take."
"Dana, that doesn't make sense. You mean he's never failed to get it up?"
"Sure, after three or four hours but by then I'm so worn out I need a break."
"Jesus, Dana, he really stays hard that long?"
"Yup," Dana huffed. "Gloria, have you ever done anal?"
"Ah, it's been a long time. I've never done it with Tim—why?"
"I've never done it. It just seems...I don't know, it seems dirty to me but lately I've been considering it just to give my sore pussy some relief."
Gloria was having a hard time believing any man could keep up with the kind of rigorous sex schedule they were talking about. "Damn, Dana, who are you married to...Superman?"
"No, although lately it almost seems that way. John told me he used to practice something called Zen when he was younger. It's some kind of meditation thing. He also did a lot of Yoga and some karate. He says all that stuff helps him focus his mind. That's how he can stay hard for so long."
"Does he still do all that stuff?"
"Not the Zen or the Karate anymore but he still does some Yoga."
"Well he can't keep it up forever, Dana. Sooner or later he's going start falling down on the job. Just have patience."
Later that night Dana was in the laundry room and didn't hear John walk in. After checking the kitchen and not finding his dream girl he went searching. He found her bending over, putting clothes in the dryer.
Without a word he moved in behind her, threw her dress over her back and pulled her panties down. She let out scream from being startled. "Shhhh," he said as he rested one hand on her back while rubbing his finger up and down her slit. It wasn't long before she started to moan.
John turned her toward the sorting table beside them and she bent over, grabbing the sides with both hands.
As soon as she was wet, John unzipped his pants and guided his hard cock home.
"Oh, God," she sighed. Suddenly the soreness inside her pussy gave way to the pleasurable actions of her husband's love tool. John reached around and felt her nipples through the flimsy fabric of the plain dress she wore.
"AAAHHHHhhhhhh," she cried in the throes of her first orgasm of the evening. Of course it wouldn't be the last; John would make sure of that.
It was a little past midnight. Dana was cuddled into the nape of her husband's shoulder, still panting from her...however many orgasms she had; she lost count. John was quietly resting with his arm around her and that never ending grin he always had on his face lately.
"Honey," she demurely started...
"Yes, babe?"
"Have you ever tried anal?"
The question shocked him a little. In five years of marriage she'd never even mentioned it. "Ah, yeah, a couple times before I met you. Why, what brought that on?"
"Nothing specifically; I mean, it's something you and I have never tried together and I just wondered how you felt about it."
"It's fine with me, honey. It's of course firmer and tighter back there so it's kind of a kick for the guy. It can be painful for the woman though. That's why I've never brought it up. If you'd like to try it I'll stop by that adult place I go passed all the time and pick up some lube on my way home tomorrow."
She figured the pain in her butt would only last a little while where the pain in her pussy lasted all day so what the hell... "Yeah, even if we don't do it tomorrow we'll have it on hand when we're in the mood."
The next morning Dana awoke with John's tongue embedded as deeply into her pussy as he could get it. This was becoming a ritual. As soon as he saw her eyelids flicker he started licking with passion. Five minutes after waking up, Dana was screaming in ecstasy.



That night, John was home from work about ten minutes later than usual. Dana greeted him at the door for a kiss but instead of him putting his hands around her waist he reached around and started massaging her ass. She thought it was a little strange before he pulled the bag from Pleasures R-Us from his pocket.
"In case you're in the mood, I got the lube. Hey, that rhymes," he laughed.
"Dinner's almost ready, honey. Later, okay?"
"Sure, babe; I'm ready when you are. I'll run up and put this in the drawer of the night stand."
During dinner Dana was beginning think Gloria's plan was not as good as they thought. John showed no signs of even slowing down let-alone not being able to get it up. Later that night her poor pussy needed a reprieve but she still wasn't ready to throw in the towel. Her wonderful husband had already brought her to a rousing climax with his tongue and was now nibbling and teasing her nipples. She knew what came next.
"Where'd you put the lube, honey?" she asked in hopes of sparing her pussy.
"It's on your side, in the drawer," he told her. She reached in and retrieved tube and handed it to her mate. "Here," he said, taking his pillow. "Scoot up and let me stick this under your stomach." Once he had the pillow in place he began spreading the gel around her cute little puckered up back hole while still lovingly touching and kissing the rest of her body at the same time.
Dana gasped slightly as John carefully inserted a finger to get some of the lube inside.
"Did I hurt you?"
"No, honey, not really; it just felt strange. I'm ready though," she told him as she separated her legs further apart.
John squirted a healthy dose of lube on his hand and spread it along the full length of his cock before moving between his wife's gorgeous gams and centering himself. Ever so gently he pushed just past his wife's sphincter.
"Oooh, easy, honey."
"Too much?"
"No, just take it slow."
He leaned over and kissed his wife's beautiful back as he eased in a little more. She squirmed a little from time to time but never complained as he gently worked his steel-like cock all the way in.
"How you doing?" he asked as he nibbled on her ear.
"I'm okay; it feels full back there but it doesn't really hurt," she told him.
Slowly he pulled partially out then pushed back in. Within a minute or two, Dana's groans turned into moans of pleasure. "Oh, oh yeah," she sighed.
Involuntarily Dana's muscles flexed and gripped his cock with each thrust. John closed his eyes as he drove in and out of her velvet vise.
Dana wasn't sure she could come from this kind of sex but she lost all doubt after only a few minutes. The buildup was a little slower but she could feel the heat emanating from within her body. "Oh, oh, oh God!" She grabbed onto the sheet with both hands as she screamed with an earth shattering climax.
Her muscles squeezed John's cock so hard he couldn't help but come himself. His body spasmed again and again as his cock shot fire like a canon. Together they collapsed, struggling to breathe.
Dana finally recuperated enough to say something. "Wow."
"I never thought you'd like that," John replied.
"Oh yeah; I mean, I wouldn't want to do it all the time but I wouldn't mind doing it every now and then."
"That's fine with me, honey."
At Dana's request, she and John had anal sex two more times that week. The following week she crossed the street to her neighbor's.
"Okay, this was your bright idea, now tell me how to stop it," she scolded.
Gloria was a little surprised at the tone of her friend. "What? You can't mean he's still going hot and heavy."
"Gloria, my pussy is sore, my ass is sore, and I've swallowed enough cum to put on ten pounds. This isn't working."
"Ass? You guys did anal?"
"Yeah, well I had to figure out SOME way to give my pussy a little reprieve."
"How was it? Did you like it?"
"It was different. He was very gentle so it never did really hurt. I have to admit, I never thought I'd climax from anal sex but boy was I wrong. I'm surprised you didn't hear me screaming my head off all the way over here."
Gloria could only dream to be in her neighbor's shoes. "Maybe I could talk Tim into swapping," she thought out loud.
"What? Don't even think about it. John's mine; I share him with no one."
"Ah, yeah of course; I was just kidding," she replied in an attempt to redeem herself.
"So what the hell am I supposed to do? I can't go on like this, Gloria. If I start backing out of sex now he's going to wonder. He'll probably start thinking I'm having an affair or something."
"Just tell him the truth," Gloria said.
"Oh yeah, tell him this whole thing was an elaborate scheme to get him to say I could go fuck other guys, yeah—great idea."
"No, I don't mean that. Just tell him although the last 6 weeks have been great, your pussy's sore and you have to slack off a little, that's all."
Dana sat and thought about it. "Yeah, he'll probably be disappointed but I don't think he'd be mad."
"Of course not. He loves you. He doesn't want to hurt you. And you can always tell him if he gets real horny and you're not in the mood he can come over here."
Dana didn't say anything; just shot her friend a look that would have killed Genghis Kahn and half his army.
"Well, this whole thing started with you wanting to go screw other guys, remember?"
"Yeah, me screwing other guys, not him screwing other women; that's not going to happen, Gloria, so give it up."
"I know, I know. How about you? Are you still thinking of going out with other guys behind his back?"
"Are you kidding? Never! What the hell excuse would I have if he ever found out? Hell no, I like what I have."
"Hmmm," Gloria moaned while looking into space. "Maybe I should go out and get a little variety."
"You? Aren't you the one who told me not to do it in the first place? That men always have a way of finding out?"
"Yeah, I know. I just wish Tim was a little more interested. I have to practically attack him whenever I'm in the mood. And even then, it's nothing like you and John. On a really good night Tim might be good for thirty-five or forty minutes."
"Then what do you do?"
"What do you mean; I roll over and go to sleep, what else is there to do?"
"Don't you give him a blow job to get him hard again?"
"No, he just doesn't seem that interested after he gets off. I am lucky though, most of the time I get off too."
"Gloria, I've never heard of a man who wasn't interested in getting a blow job. Try it. The next time you're lying there together wrap those ruby red lips of yours around his schmuck and send him to the moon; maybe try some different positions. Try something different; maybe some more outfits, that worked before."
"Yeah, I could try, why not," she said with the shrug of her shoulders. "I've got nothing to lose."
That night Dana was setting the table when John walked in. She stretched her arms up and threw them over her husband's neck in preparation for their hello kiss. When he reached behind her to grab her ass and pull it into his crotch Dana winced.
"Oh, careful honey, I'm really tender."
She could see the immediate concern in his face.
"What's the matter, honey? Are you okay?"
"I'm fine, honey, it's just that...well, we've been having a lot of sex lately and I'm getting sore. We really need to take a break if you don't mind."
"Well of course I don't mind, honey. The whole idea of making love is to make each other feel good, not bad."
Dana smiled up at him. He couldn't tell what was hiding behind her beautiful turned up lips but she was wondering how she could have ever thought of cheating on her wonderful husband.
Across the street, Gloria made it clear to Tim that he was going to get very lucky. As usual their love making started off with kissing then a little nipple play before he maneuvered between her legs and inserted himself. Sure enough, he was able to hold out for his usual twenty minutes before they both came.
Gloria recovered first and looked over at her husband. He was still huffing and puffing. His legs were held slightly apart with his flaccid cock hanging down over his balls.
She looked into his face with a slight grin as she reached over and gently lifted his shriveled up manhood. She leaned down and started scraping her teeth across his nipples as she slowly started stroking his cock.
Tim caught his breath in surprise. This was unusual. He felt himself stir to her touch. Gloria sensuously started kissing her way south as her fingers carefully caressed his privates. "Oh, oh, oh," he yelled as his wife's lips encompassed his hardening shaft.
Tim felt his entire body stiffen as Gloria encircled the head of his member with her tongue. Between the oral manipulations of his cock and her delicate finger play with his balls, Tim was ready for action in no time.
Gloria wondered why she hadn't been doing this all along. She surmised that after ten years of marriage they started taking each other for granted, which of course carried over into the bedroom. Well no more she silently declared.
She was feeling adventurous so instead of letting him climb on top of her again, she jumped on for a ride.
Tim took ahold of her waist and encouraged her up and down. Unfortunately, she wasn't as young as she used to be and her knees were starting to hurt. She leaned forward and kissed her hubby. "Remember how I used to lay on my side and you took me from behind?"
"Yeah, I remember."
Gloria turned her back to him. Tim was no fool, he scooted in behind his lovely wife, found her opening, and started a long and slow stroke. "Mmmm," she crooned as she closed her eyes and leaned her head back into his shoulder. It had been a while since they'd used that position and the newness had Gloria shuttering in ecstasy within minutes.
The next morning it was Gloria who was walking a little gingerly as she crossed the street with a big grin. She knocked twice then went in.
Dana looked at her. "Well, you look chipper this morning."
"Tim and I made love for over an hour last night," she announced. "We haven't done that in two years."
"Well, congratulations."
"Yeah, Tim was dragging a little when he got up for work but I feel great," she said with glee. "How about you and superman? I suppose you had another marathon session?"
"Nope; I told him I needed a break. I guess I'm the one crying uncle," she laughed.
*
Epilogue;
Although Gloria secretly held a jealous streak for Dana, she never let it be known or get in the way of their friendship. From their individual experiences, they both grew to appreciate their husbands more than before and neither of them gave any thought at all to sleeping with other men. Both John and Tim never complained about the rigorous sexual schedule, although Tim was considering taking up Yoga.
The end.
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Morgan lay on her back gasping while trying desperately to regain some semblance of rhythmic breathing. She heard Robert chuckle to himself like he always did after a marathon sex session and wondered what it was about him that forced her to experience such unbelievable orgasms.
"Da..." she tried to talk too soon. She needed a couple more deep breaths before she could speak. "As...as I was saying, damn you Robert, what makes sex with you so damn special? I don't get it."
"I know," he responded between a few deep breaths of his own. "I feel the same way. We...we just seem to be able to trigger each other's sexual peaks or something. If I wasn't married..."
"Hey, hey, hey--none of that," she admonished. "We're both happily married with families. I don't ever want to hear that--'if I wasn't married,' BS."
"I know, I only meant...ah, never mind, forget it."
That was fine with her. Not a day passed for the last two years that she didn't wish she was strong enough to break it off with him. Actually she wished she'd never started it.
Between high school, college, and the first couple of years on her own, she'd probably had sex with twelve to fifteen guys before she married Ian but none, not even her husband, had ever rung her bell like Robert.
"Damn, I hate this part," she thought out loud.
"Yeah, I know; me too. I wish we could get together more often but..."
"No, that's not what I mean. Every time we do this I lie here afterward and pray Ian never finds out. I worry about it constantly."
"Morgan, he hasn't a clue, I'm telling you."
"How do you know? He's a newspaper man, remember? He used to be a reporter, and a damned good one."
"Used to be, Morgan, he USED to be a reporter. Now he sits in an office eight hours a day editing what other reporters write. Jesus, Morgan, do you forget what I do for a living? I'm a PI, for God sake; probably the best in the city if I do say so myself," he boasted with a laugh.
The implications startled her. She quickly scooted up and put her back against the headboard so she could look down on her paramour. "Are you having my husband followed?"
He looked up at her angry face. "No, of course not; I do keep tabs on him from time to time though. Every couple of weeks or so I run him through the system. It's not real extensive but it'll red flag anything that would indicate he had any suspicions. For instance, I can tell you he's never locally rented a car to follow you in. He's never hired a PI." He laughed again. "If he did it would probably be me anyway. He's never spent a dime on any kind of listening devices, spyware, or surveillance gear of any kind. I'm telling you, Morgan, he suspects nothing. "Neither does Cindy—nobody does, that's why we take all the precautions we do. Hell, even if he accidentally did see you, he could walk right by you in the street and not recognize you. Relax, I'm a pro. I know what I'm doing."
She still didn't like the idea of her lover keeping tabs on her husband but after going over what he just said, she was actually a little relieved. "What would you do if he did buy some kind of surveillance gizmos?"
"We'd have to break it off immediately," he responded. "I love my family as much as you love yours. But in the meantime," he said, reaching over and pinching her nipple, "we both need a shower. I've got to get back."
The playful tweak of one of her more sensitive ergonomist zones caused a coquettish squeal as she impishly jumped from the bed and made a dash for the bathroom. Robert, watched with a smile as her tight, thirty-four year old buns flexed with each step.
"Well, coming, Robert?" she asked as she reached the doorway.
Everyone else called him Bob but Morgan liked Robert better. He considered it almost a term of endearment.
Like a shot he tossed his half of the sheet to one side and sprang to his feet. He was standing next to her before she could take another breath. Morgan looked up at his ruggedly handsome face while at the same time, reached down to fondle his flaccid cock. He could feel it twitch and try it's best to do its duty but after coming four times in three hours it simply had nothing left.
As they stepping under the hot shower he took her travel size body soap, she took his, and they took turns lathering up one another. She sighed and leaned her back into his chest as he reached around and gently caressed her breasts and nipples with his slippery hands. From there he used the lavender scented lather to glide across her smooth skin and down to her waiting pussy. Her legs almost buckled out from under her as he was able to bring her to one last mind-blowing orgasm with his fingers.
After drying each other off, Morgan reapplied her make up as Robert got dressed. He told her, as usual, it would be two or three weeks before getting together again then gave her a peck on the lips and left.
As per their precautions, she had twenty minutes before she could leave. She used the time to dry her short, blond hair and stick it under her long, dark, natural hair wig. Next, she slipped into the sexy panties and bra Robert bought her before adorning the conservative ladies business suit. Next she applied the bright red lipstick, something she wouldn't be caught dead with in her normal life. A pair of large sunglasses finished the masquerade ensemble.
She had to chuckle as she looked in the mirror. Robert was right, she could walk right by her husband in that get-up and he'd never know it was her. A devilish little smile stretched across her face at the comforting thought. She grabbed both body washes from the shower, stuck them in her bag and looked around the room one last time to make sure they left nothing behind before leaving.
***
"You're back."
"Angie, I can't figure out why I haven't made you an investigator yet. Your powers of observation and deduction are incredible."
The slightly overweight, red-headed secretary slash office manager smirked, knowing he was joking and didn't mean it with any animosity. "Yeah, well maybe you should. You and Troy don't seem to be doing much in that respect. Mrs. Bracken called twice already today wondering if anyone was on her case yet."
The name sounded familiar. "Bracken...isn't that the one who's married to the real estate guy? That's Troy's case. He's been on it for several days already."
"Yeah-well I haven't seen a report or even a single notation. I also haven't seen any expenses involved with the case yet; nothing--nada. Mrs. Bracken called two days ago looking for Troy. I gave him the message and he promised he'd call her. Evidently he didn't and she's getting pissed, Bob."
He wondered what was going on with his partner. They'd been together for ten years and for the most part it was a good partnership. Robert was a little older and had more experience but Troy was reliable, trustworthy, and a real bulldog. Once he got on someone's trail he didn't let up until he got his man...or woman. Lately; however, Troy had been falling down on the job.
Halfheartedly, he wondered if his partner finally had a girlfriend. A nasty divorce had soured him on any real relationships but hell that was years ago. Of course the job didn't do anything to encourage him either but man wasn't meant to live as a monk; it wasn't healthy as far as Bob was concerned.
"When's he due in, do you know?"
"Not really. I tried texting him earlier and told him about Mrs. Bracken but I haven't heard back from him."
"Okay, Ang. I'll try texting him myself," he said while pouring himself a cup of coffee. "He better answer me, damn it." Robert disappeared into his office, closing the door behind him.
I need you to come into the office. We need to talk.
He put his phone down and took a sip of coffee before pulling out a case file to review. The state would be calling him to testify against Joseph Pioli in a few days. Pioli ran a chop-shop for most of the car thieves in the city.
A wealthy client, who usually used Robert's services for prospective employee background checks, didn't like the response he got from the Chicago PD regarding his stolen Mercedes; so, he hired Robert to track it down. The investigation led him to the chop-shop and half the stolen cars in Cook County. His testimony would put Pioli away for a long time.
He had just started to go through the file when his phone buzzed with a text. It was from Troy.
ETA—4:30
Almost immediately afterward his other phone buzzed.
Sec H, row 5, # 14
***
It was almost three when Morgan pulled into the parking lot of the Woodland mall. Sometimes she felt a little silly going through the cloak and dagger routine Robert had worked out for them, but then again, he was a professional and if it meant that they'd never get caught it was worth all the mumbo-jumbo. She started the same procedure she had performed earlier in the day, only in reverse.
She took the burner phone from her Carson's shopping bag and texted the section, row, and number of her parking space to Robert so he knew where the car was; then locked it up and headed inside, dropping the set of keys into the bag.
Robert's agency owned four older, nondescript cars that they used for surveillance. Nobody ever really kept track of them because they were always using one then switching it for another. Robert had given Morgan a set of keys for all four cars. Before their get-togethers he'd drive one of them to the mall and text her as to its parking location before walking the six blocks back to his office. Later that night he'd flip-flop the process.
She had less than an hour to get home before the school bus dropped her kids off so she made a beeline for the lady's room. Hurriedly, she locked herself in a stall and started undressing. She removed the wig, sunglasses, business suit, and lace underwear in exchange for her normal attire. She stuffed everything in the shopping bag and exited the stall.
The metamorphosis was almost complete but she still had to remove the flamboyant shade of lipstick and replaced it with her usual pink lip-gloss. As she finished she lingered in front of the mirror. She couldn't believe the person looking back at her had just been in the arms of another man. Morgan took a deep breath then let it out with a sigh of disappointment; disappointment in herself and disappointment with her weakness when it came to Robert.
She glanced at her phone. Time was getting short. She hastily left the washroom to find an unoccupied locker in the hall. The lockers were there for the convenience of shoppers who didn't want to carry a bunch of packages around the mall with them all day.
At first she was worried that the maintenance staff or security would notice one locker was missing a key for weeks at a time and break it open but Robert assured her that would never happen. As usual, he was right. She dropped her fifty cents in the slot, turned the key and opened it to stow away the bag containing her alter ego then dropped the key in her purse.
It was always at this point in the routine that Morgan felt she could let out of sigh of relief. With the evidence of their illicit encounter safely stashed away it was almost as if it had never happened. A small smile stretched across her face as she acknowledged the end of another clandestine interlude. She had to admit, it was kind of exciting.
Once in the safety of her own car, she stuck the locker key and her burner phone into the secret compartment Robert had installed in her car and took off for home.
***
"Well, the prodigal son returns."
Troy couldn't help but smile at the snide remark. "I love you too, Angie," he countered.
"Mrs. Bracken called..."
"I know. I called her back right after I got your text. Jimmy's been following her old man for the last couple of days already."
"Well nice of you to tell me," she angrily spat. "Why didn't you say something?"
"I guess I just didn't think, Ang, I'm sorry."
"Bob wants to see you in his office," she grumbled, still angry with him.
Troy walked over to the coffee pot and poured a cup. "Yeah, I got his text. I really am sorry, Angie. I should have told you about Jimmy."
"Does he have any notes, expenses, anything on the case? It would be nice to know what's going on."
"I'll make sure he gives you a full report," he told her as he knocked on Bob's office door.
Bob was still refreshing his memory of the Pioli case as Troy walked in. "Hey, partner, what's up?" he asked while taking a seat.
"What do you mean, what's up? Angie tells me Mrs. Bracken..."
"Yeah, yeah, I know all about it. I talked to her as soon as I got Angie's text. She's cool. I've got Jimmy following her old man in one of our cars. So far there's nothing to report."
"Did you tell Angie?"
"Yeah, I just brought her up to speed. I know, I should have done it earlier but I've been kind of busy the last couple of days and didn't get a chance."
Bob wondered what had him so busy. "Don't tell me you finally found yourself a woman?"
"Ha," he chuckled at the thought. "Who has time for women? No, I've got a lead on the Murphy case."
Bob had to think for a moment. "Murphy—I thought we dropped that."
"Yeah, I know...she ran out of money. I just couldn't drop it so I told her I would continue working the case pro bono."
That was news to Bob. "Without even discussing it? When were you going to tell me? I thought we were supposed to be partners—or have you decided to go out on you own?"
"No. I know--I should have discussed it with you first but...I don't know; when Andrea said she had no more money I felt sorry for her. It's important to her, Bob. She'd already spent every nickel of her savings with us and we'd come up dry.
"How'd you like to be told you were adopted by your dying mother—or who you THOUGHT was your mother? When she told her dad she wanted to find her natural parents he took it personally and now he won't even talk to her. She's completely alone in the world at twenty years old, Bob. I'd like to help her, that's all."
"Fine, I don't have a problem with helping her, Troy. I do have a problem with you not telling me and ignoring paying customers."
"I'm not ignoring paying customers. I told you, I've got Jimmy following Bracken."
"Have you looked into his financials yet?" Bob asked.
"No, not yet. I'll do that tonight. If he's keeping a little cookie on the side, I'll find it," Troy assured him.
"Good," said Bob a little more pleasantly. "So, you say you have a lead?"
"Yeah, I think so. I believe I have the name of the mother. Her name is Julia Giovani. If I have the right person she was from Philly but the adoption papers are from Michigan. She was awfully young, couldn't have been more than eighteen. I think I have her tracked down to a little town in Indiana. It's only about two and half hours from here. I want to get down there in a couple days and see if I can locate her."
"Well, let Angie know when you're leaving and keep me informed," Bob told him.
"Will do...promise."
"Okay; good luck. I hope you find something."
"Thanks, me too."
"Okay, I'm going take off and have dinner with my wife and kids for a change. You should try it sometime Troy."
"You don't think they'd mind?" he commented with a smile.
"You know what I mean, asshole; not MY wife and kids, a wife and kids of your own."
"Been there, done that," he said, sadly. "It didn't work out."
Both men were on their feet by that time. Bob walked over and put his arm around his partner. "Troy, you need to apply a little of what makes you a great investigator to your personal life, my friend."
"And what is it that makes me such a great investigator?"
"Perseverance," Bob replied. "You never give up, even if you have to work for free, you just never give up."
"There's a big difference between tracking down a lead in a case and having your heart ripped from your chest, Bob. I just couldn't go through that again."
Bob understood. His partner's divorce was a nasty one.
As they stepped into the outer office they found Jimmy sitting on the corner of the reception desk talking to Angie. They caught his attention. "Hi guys; I came in to drop off some receipts and pick up another car."
"Anything yet," Troy asked.
"Nope; so far he's been the perfect husband. He left early tonight and I thought he might have something going but he went straight home. I wondered if he spotted me. That's why I want to change cars. I see the Malibu is back there, okay to take that one?"
"Yeah, sure. I'm going to stick around tonight and look into his financials. You keep on him from your end."
"You got it, chief," he said with a grin and a sloppy salute. Jimmy grabbed the keys for the Malibu from the board and gave Troy the keys to the Ford he was using. "There's only about a quarter tank in it," he mentioned. "I'll pick Bracken up again tomorrow morning when he leaves for work. Right now I'm going to go and get some sleep. Toodles, everyone," he said as he left.
Angie glanced at the clock on her desk. "Oh Geeze, almost five-thirty; I got talking to Jimmy and didn't realize how late it was. I have to get home and get supper started. Tom will be home any minute. See you guys tomorrow," she said before leaving them alone.
"You go home to that pretty wife of yours, Bob. If there's anything in Bracken's financials that indicates an affair I'll leave it on your desk."
The two men said good night and Troy retired into his own office and got on the computer.
Troy heard the door to the outside office close. He raised his head and wiped the sleep from his eyes. He had no idea what time it was and the fact that the sun was shining through the window hadn't even registered. The only thing that did register was that he needed coffee.
"Ah—oh, Troy, damn it, you scared me half to death," yelled Angie as he suddenly appeared in the doorway.
He was also startled. "Ang, what are you doing here?"
"I always get here at this time. What are YOU doing here so early?"
Troy glance at his wristwatch, "Is it really seven-thirty?"
"Yeah, have you been here all night?"
"Evidently," he responded. Troy thought back to the previous night. "I fell asleep at the computer and just woke up. I didn't realize it was so late though. I was about to grab some coffee and head home to bed," he laughed.
"Too late," Angie commented.
Troy poured some coffee in his travel mug.
"Oh, Troy, don't drink that. It's from yesterday. Give me a minute and I'll make fresh."
"Sorry, Ang, can't wait," he said, sticking the cup in the microwave. "What time will Bob be in? I think I've got more on Bracken than just adultery. There's something very strange about the way that guy banks."
"Oh good. At least I'll have something to tell her the next time Mrs. Bracken calls. Bob should be in about eight-thirty, quarter to nine; somewhere around there."
"Okay," he said, pulling out his warmed up cup of Columbian brew. "I'm going to run home, grab a shower and change clothes. I'll be back in a little while."
Angie had poured out the previous day's coffee and was making new when Bob walked in. "Good morning boss. Troy will be in shortly. He says he came up with something on Bracken."



"Okay, good. I need coffee before anything though."
"On its way," she replied.
He no longer sat down when Angie's voice came over the intercom. "Bob, Visual Concepts is on line one. They have three new potential employees they need background checks on."
"Thanks, Ang." Bob picked up the phone in one hand and a pen in the other. This was not the first time they'd worked for the company, in fact he knew their HR director by her first name. "Hi, Susan, this is Bob. How can I help you?"
"Hi, Bob; I have three new names for you. You know the routine, criminal records, driving records, outstanding child support, work history, the works."
"Shoot, Susan." Bob heard the door to the outer office open and close as he was taking down the names and figured it was Troy. After getting the information he needed on the three prospective employees he wandered out to check on the coffee. Troy was sitting opposite Angie's desk, waiting with a cup in his hand.
"Hey Troy, Angie says you might have something on Bracken?"
"Yeah; first I discovered what originally looked like a warehouse he was renting. It was in the industrial district but the thing was it was a lot of money for a warehouse. I got thinking, remember a couple years ago when they converted a bunch of those old warehouses to condos and apartments? I think that's what it is, one of those converted apartments."
"Just the place to keep a mistress, huh," Bob speculated.
"You got it. I called Jimmy on my way home this morning. He's going to check out the address."
"On the way home this morning?" Bob repeated a little confused.
"Yeah, he fell asleep at his desk last night," offered Angie.
Bob looked at his partner and slightly shook head. Ah, the life of a bachelor, he thought with just a little envy, no one to answer to but himself. But then he remembered making love to his wife and helping his kids with their homework the night before. Yeah, a little more freedom would be fun but he had to admit to himself, he wouldn't trade his family for anything.
"But there's something else," Troy said, interrupting his partner's thoughts. "He's got some funny banking practices. I think he's either laundering money somehow or he's got some kind of a tax dodge going."
"No kidding? I just got three new background checks from Visual Concepts. I'll get started on those. You drink your coffee," he told Troy with a nod. "When you're done bring what you found into my office. We'll go over it together. Maybe by that time we'll hear from Jimmy and know if he's warehousing something or someone."
"Will do," Troy agreed.
"Here you go, boss." Bob took a cup of fresh coffee from Angie's outstretched hand.
"Thank you, gorgeous. I honestly don't know what I'd do without you."
"Hmmph," she snorted, "probably buy stock in Starbucks."
***
Salty sacraments of guilt quietly made their way down the soft skin of Morgan's face as she sat in her kitchen. With Ian already at work and their two sons on their way to school, she had only her shame to keep her company. The previous night she had made love--true love to her husband. Now, over her second cup of coffee, she cursed her vulnerability when it came to her affair with Robert.
It was not the first time she struggled with her conscious. In fact the absurdity of contradiction was maddening. When she was with Robert she felt so alive, so electrified. For a few hours she could literally step away from the normalcy of family life and become someone else entirely. Robert's life was filled with excitement and danger. It was like being in a Dashiell Hammett novel--like sleeping with Sam Spade. All the melodramatic precautions they took to make sure they weren't discovered just added to the sensationalism of each rendezvous. It was exhilarating.
It was that need for a little excitement and danger in her life that originally drew her to Ian in the first place. He was a well-known investigative reporter at the time they met; his byline was constantly displayed on one breaking news story after another. After a whirlwind romance they married and she experienced the adventure of his profession vicariously through her husband until...until he took the desk job. As much as Ian would miss the thrill of the hunt, he had one child and another on the way. Being city editor meant better money and much better hours. With a growing family to think about, the decision was a no-brainer.
By that time they were both settling into domestic tranquility. Morgan hadn't even realized that she missed the fascination of living with a daring investigative reporter until she met Robert one day while having lunch with Michelle, a mutual friend.
Morgan felt a tingle that she hadn't felt in years when Michelle introduced the ruggedly good looking man as a private investigator. "Really?" she asked, her voice expressing her excitement. "Do you know my husband, Ian Anderson? He used to be a reporter for the Times."
"Ian Anderson," he repeated while joining the two ladies for lunch. "Yeah, I remember him. He was a damn good reporter. What happened to him? I haven't seen his byline in ages."
"They promoted him," she explained. "He's on the day's shift city desk now."
"I see; does he like it? I mean it's got to be boring after being in the field for so many years. I couldn't do it."
"I guess he likes it. He doesn't talk that much about work anymore. We have two boys that keep him busy these days. He's totally devoted to them...and me," she said as an afterthought.
Robert tried hard not to show it but he was immediately captivated by Morgan's mesmerizing eyes. He too had a family but something about her stirred his deepest alpha male reflexes. He wanted her; wanted to take her—hard. Of course a real man doesn't give in to feelings like that...not unless the woman was willing. Maybe he'd find out one day.
He sat over lunch and enthralled the two ladies with his newest exploits before rising and picking up the check.
"Oh know," protested Michelle, "you don't have to do that. Let us treat."
He chuckled. "Michelle, when have you ever known me to let a lady pay for her own meal?" It is my honor to pick up the tab for the two most beautiful ladies in the whole place."
He knew it was a brazen thing to do in front of Michelle. After all, she was good friends with his wife; he just couldn't help himself. "Morgan, it was nice meeting you. Please give this to your husband and let him know that if the paper ever needs a good Private investigator, I'm available," he said, passing a business card to his new acquaintance. Of course he hoped she'd keep the card for herself, which is exactly what she did.
That was over two years ago. Since then not a day went by that she didn't feel guilty and mornings after a night of love making with Ian were always the worst. The time was coming when she had to end it; when she had to give up that small corner of her life that made her heart pound and her pulse race. She wasn't quite ready yet but soon...before anyone ever found out.
***
Troy quietly rapped on his partner's door before entering. "Bob, here's what I dug up on Bracken. Look at all the accounts this guy has; and they're all in different banks. I'm not sure what he's up to but look at this," he said spreading several papers over Bob's desk.
"Okay," he started, "his corporate account is at First American but his payroll account is at the Harrison. Then he's got some kind of a slush fund account at Ameribank. His personal checking account is in the Civic's savings and loan but his personal savings and some investments are with First Chicago. But here is the payday. I'm sure these are corporate shell companies tied to him as well; and, here are several more accounts in foreign banks with links to the same companies. Here's one in the Cayman Islands. Here's another one in Martinique," he said pointing out a couple other accounts. And here, look at this," he said, pointing at a sales transaction he had circled. "I know this neighborhood, Bob. This was sold for at least three times what that house is worth."
Bob studied the several sheets of financial records. "Jesus," muttered Bob while following the money trail. "I see what you mean about his banking practices. I think you're right; my guess is he's laundering money."
"Troy, Jimmy's on line three," announced Angie through the intercom.
Troy reached over and hit the speaker button. "I'm in Bob's office, Jimmy. We've got you on speaker. What'd you find out?"
"Well, she's got red hair, green eyes, and a body that would stop traffic on the Autobahn."
"That address was an apartment then."
"Yeah, and lucky for us each apartment has its own address, not just an apartment number. I found a pretty full dumpster in the alley in back so I did a little trash digging. She's obviously not that smart, I found rent receipts and utility bill receipts. They're all in a corporate name."
"What's the name?" Bob asked.
"Ah, hold on," he said while pulling the receipts from his pocket, "Continental systems, Inc."
"Right here," said Troy, pointing the corporate name out to Bob from one of their financial lists.
"I also found credit card receipts from some high end clothing stores under the same name."
"Jimmy, we found a bunch of financial accounts that we think can be traced back to him. That name is on two separate accounts."
"Good, we're getting somewhere then. Oh, you guys also owe me an extra two hundred bucks. I bribed the guard in the lobby. Her name is Maranda Hardiken. He told me she usually left her apartment around eleven. He described her to me and told me he'd point her out by helping her with the door and stepping outside with her. I got shots as she left. Bracken has good taste. She's a knock out. I also showed the guard a couple of surveillance shots that I took of Bracken and he confirmed that he spends a lot of time there."
"Good work, Jimmy. Come on in, I'll have Angie reimburse you the two hundred from petty cash."
"You got it, boss."
Troy disconnected the line. "Well, we got what we were hired for. All she wanted was confirmation that he had someone on the side."
"Yeah," said Bob, not too enthusiastically. "But if we blow the whistle to his wife now we might screw up something a lot more lucrative. Remember that case a couple years ago? We got ten percent of almost two mill from the IRS for blowing the whistle on that restaurant owner, I don't remember his name."
"Harriton, the restaurant was The Blue Spruce."
"Damn, you've got a good memory, Troy. Looking at all of Bracken's accounts here, this could be even more. He's got to be laundering some big bucks here and you know damn well he's not reporting it."
"Yeah, but we can't hold this information back from our client, Bob."
Bob thought for a moment. "You need to call her. Be up front with her. Tell her we have what she wanted but we also found out he's probably stashing a lot money in foreign banks. Ask her if she wants us to track it down so he can't hide it when it comes to splitting the assets. Tell her it could mean a lot bigger settlement for her.
"In the mean time we can have Jimmy continue his surveillance and possibly get some pictures of Bracken with his girlfriend. If she goes for it I'll give this to Steve Benedict. If anyone can follow the money trail, he can. If he can tie Bracken to these foreign accounts we'll give the whole package to Mrs. Bracken and the Feds at the same time."
"Sounds good to me," acknowledged Troy. "Listen, I'm going to Indiana tomorrow to follow up on some leads down there for Andrea. I hope I'm wrong but it looks like her real mother might be dead too. Poor kid; I still don't have a line on her dad yet but I'm hoping to be able to come up with something down there."
"Okay; check in with Angie once in a while when you're down there and make sure you keep all your receipts. They're deductible you know—even when we're working pro bono."
"Absolutely; anything else you need?"
"You can take one of these employee background checks if you'd like."
"No problem; pick one out for me."
Of the three candidates for employment at Visual Concepts, the two that Bob checked out passed with flying colors, the one Troy worked on turned out a little differently. The guy was using an alias because he had a record and an outstanding warrant under his real name, Harry Lindsburg. Troy recommended they not hire him and at the same time, it was his obligation to inform the police of the guy's whereabouts. He made the call the following morning before leaving for Indiana.
***
It had been only a few days since their last interlude but Morgan had already started checking her burner phone for text messages. She and Robert usually only got together every five or six weeks, sometimes it was longer than that, but she still checked her phone daily.
She looked around to make sure no one was watching on the way to her car. She reached under the seat and found the button. One push and the hidden tray popped out. She took out the pay-as-you-go phone and checked—nothing. Morgan closed her eyes and sighed, partly from disappointment but also with relief. The longer her affair continued the more anxiety she felt.
Professional or not, they'd been extremely lucky over the past two years. Sooner or later that luck was going to run out, it was inevitable. She couldn't let that happen. She had to call it quits—and soon.
She was still in a pensive mood when the boys came home from school; one of whom was sporting a black eye. "Adam," she shrieked as she jumped up from her chair and rushed to his aid. "What happened?"
Adam fidgeted in his mom's overprotective embrace. It was embarrassing.
"He got suspended for fighting," his younger brother, Landen, volunteered with a snicker. "The principle gave him a note to give you."
Adam gave his brother a dirty look as he dug in his pocket and handed the folded paper to his mother.
Dear Mr. and Mrs. Anderson,
Your son was caught fighting with another boy on school property after school today. We have a zero tolerance policy on fighting; therefore, Adam has been suspended for three days. We also require a meeting in the principal's office with one or preferably both of Adam's parents before he can be re-admitted.
Thank you,
Daren Daily, Principal
"Adam, you know better than this. What was it about?"
"Nothing," he scowled.
"Peter Donnally kissed Becky Toliver," Landen blurted out.
"Who is Becky Toliver?"
"Geeze, mom, she's Adam's girlfriend."
"Girlfriend?"
"Not anymore," Adam said emphatically.
Morgan wasn't sure what to say. She didn't want to belittle her son but he was only eleven years old...way too young to have a girlfriend. She decided this was more suited for a man to man talk with his father.
"Come on, young man, let's put some ice on that," she said heading for the fridge. "Then go up to your room. I pity you when your father comes home."
Adam winced as he held the packet of frozen peas to the side of his eye and marched up to his room. "Blabbermouth," he scolded his younger brother along the way.
Ian worked from seven to three-thirty so he was home only an hour later. Morgan met him with a kiss then informed him of his son's fighting over a girl at school, the suspension, and the fact that she had to go to see the principal before they'd let him back in school. She let him sit and nurse a cup of coffee before going up to talk to their delinquent son. He was in no hurry...
"Well, are you going to go talk to him?"
"Yeah," he moaned getting up from the kitchen chair. "I'll go tell him to jab with the left and block with his right next time," he joked.
The door to Adam's room was open so his dad walked in and sat down on the bed to look at his son's swollen eye. "He caught you pretty good, didn't he? Who threw the first punch?"
"He did; well, I guess I pushed him first though."
"Ah huh; I see. This Becky, is she pretty?"
"She's the prettiest girl in the whole school, dad. We've been going steady for two weeks. Pete had no right to kiss her like that."
"Did he know you and Becky were going steady?"
"Sure; everybody in class knew."
Ian slightly sighed. Being the responsible parent meant he couldn't say what he wanted. He wanted to tell his son he did right. A man has to stand up for himself and any guy who goes after someone else's girl deserves a good beating. Maybe he could have that talk with his son in another few years. For now he had to be that responsible parent.
"Adam, you know better than to start fights, even if it's over the prettiest girl in school. Civilized people don't throw punches because someone does something they don't like. I spent most of my life as a reporter, son, and believe me, words can do more damage than a punch in the mouth."
Ian went on to explain how talking is always better than fighting when it comes to solving a problem. He told his son everything he knew a good father should about fighting. As he wrapped up his twenty minute lecture he gathered the boys to go downstairs for dinner.
Later that night, when the boys were asleep, Morgan lay in bed next to her hubby. "So, did you reprimand him for fighting?"
"Yes, honey."
"You're a good daddy," she said as she moved her hand down Ian's stomach until she reached the family jewels. "I think you deserve a reward for being such a good daddy," she commented before engulfing his hardened love pole.
Ian closed his eyes to savor the softness of his wife's lips sliding up and down his cock. God, she was so damn good at giving head. His skin was stretched so tight it hurt, but he wasn't about to ask her to stop.
She caressed and tickled under his balls as her tongue swirled over his manhood. As his moans became louder and closer together she moved up and impaled herself. She leaned forward and rubbed his chest as she watched her man enjoy his ecstasy.
As much as she would love a mind blowing orgasm, this was not about her. It was all about him. She needed to show her love and appreciation to the man in her life. She slammed her hips down and held herself in place as Ian groaned and writhed with euphoria, shooting again and again into his wife's love canal.
Not until she felt it shrink and slip out did she stretch along his body and kiss his lips. "God, how I love you," she said with smile.
Ian placed his hand at the back of her head and gently pulled into another kiss. "I love you too, babe, with all my heart."
As Ian slipped into dreamland, Morgan laid awake thinking how very lucky she was. She had the best of two worlds. In one world she had Ian, an affectionate, devoted husband whose tender love making made her feel warm, secure, and like a queen. In the other world she had Robert, dashing, exciting, and whose aggressive sexual skills drove her to earth shattering orgasms and made her feel like a slut.
With a smile on her lips, she joined her husband in a peaceful slumber.
***
It wasn't quite nine in the morning yet when Troy passed the city limit sign for Lincoln Valley, Indiana, population 6,283. It took him only an hour or so in county records to learn Julia Giovanni was the woman he was looking for and was indeed dead; killed in a car accident just outside of town. From the paper trail he'd been following for the last month he was sure it was Andrea's real mother. He almost felt as if he'd lost a friend when he confirmed her death. He was hoping so badly that he'd be able to unite mother and daughter.
Troy went to the local police force to see if they had any more information on her family or perhaps Andrea's father. As he read the accident report a few things stuck out as being peculiar. He looked at a couple police photos of the mangled wreckage but it didn't look like it coincided with the woman's injuries. He had several questions for the small town sheriff but the answers were unsatisfactory at best and purposely evasive at worst. On his way out of town he went by the site where Julia was killed. It did nothing to alleviate his suspicions that there was something more to the poor woman's death. On the way back to Chicago he spotted a blue pickup truck three times but then it disappeared long before he got home so he thought no more about it.



The next day he turned his gas and food expenses into Angie and told Bob what he'd found but didn't mention his suspicions of foul play in Julia's death. He really didn't need another lecture from his partner about working for free.
As much as he hated to, Troy called Andrea into his office for a briefing. He thought about meeting her in a restaurant but knew she would take the news hard and wanted to give her a place where she could let go.
Andrea took a tissue from the box Troy was offering and wiped her eyes. "Are...are you sure it was my mother?"
"Yeah, I am; I'm so sorry."
"What about my real father? Do you have anything on him yet?"
"Not really; I am sure he spent some time in that same town as your mother but the trail runs pretty cold from there." Troy looked into her tortured face. "Look, I'm not giving up. I plan on going back to do some more digging. What about your adopted dad, is he still being so hard-nosed?"
"Not as much as he was," she answered. "He originally told me I had to move out of the house after I told him I wanted to find my biological parents. He gave me a deadline but it's come and gone and so far he hasn't said anything."
"Is he still not talking to you?"
"He talks a little—when he has to."
"Does he know we're still on the case?"
"No; I told him when I ran out of money and that I couldn't pay anymore for a private detective. I didn't know you'd stay on the case until the following week and I didn't say anything to him so I'm sure he figures it's over."
Troy told her again and emphasized that he was not giving up his search for her dad.
"Thank you, Mr. Englander. This really means a lot to me."
Troy escorted the young lady through the outer office and all the way to her car. She thanked him again before leaving.
Over the next couple weeks work picked up for Bob and Troy. They were just about to close out the Bracken case but Mrs. Bracken wanted more photos of her husband with his bimbo, as she called her. That was fine with them. Not only did it give them more billable hours but it gave their associate more time to dig into the Mr. Bracken's finances.
They were also being asked to assist the police in their search for Harry Lindsburg, the felon Troy had discovered while doing the employee background check a couple weeks prior. He had disappeared again before the cops could grab him.
In addition, they had taken on several other cases. It was busy, just the way Bob liked it; not only because of the financial remuneration but it meant that he was out of the office more than he was in and it gave him the opportunity to sneak out without anyone being the wiser.
***
Can you get away this Thursday?
As much as she hated herself for it, Morgan was excited when she read the text.
Yes.
Okay. I'll text you early with the info on the car and hotel.
They had gone through the same routine so many times the short texts were all that was necessary. Morgan would check her secret phone right after the kids left for school Thursday morning. Ian would be at the office by that time. Robert would text her with which car and where it would be parked. He would tell her which motel and the time. He would text her the room number after checking in. She would be in the mall changing clothes by that time.
It was about ten-twenty, Thursday morning. "What the? Call office," Troy directed his hands free car phone.
"Sander's and Englander's Investigations."
"Morning, Angie."
"Good morning, Troy. Are you in Glendale Heights?"
"I was but that address we got turned out to be an empty lot. I'm on my way back into the office. Is Bob around?"
"No, he's out somewhere."
"Okay, maybe you can answer my question. Do we have a new female operative?"
"No, of course not," she answered with a chuckle. "Why do you ask?"
"Well, I was sitting at the light by the mall and one of our cars pulled out of the parking lot. There's a woman driving—thirtyish, long dark hair—any idea who that would be driving our car?"
"No, Troy, none at all. Bob wouldn't hire anyone without telling me. She'd have to sign the confidential disclosure agreement before going out on any assignments. Maybe he just loaned one of the cars to a friend."
"Yeah, that must be it. She pulled out just as the light was turning so she's right in front of me. I think I'll follow her for a little bit just to see where she goes. I'll be in the office after I find out where she's taking our car," he laughed.
"Do you want me to ask Bob if he calls in?"
"Nah, I'm sure you're right. He probably loaned it to someone whose car broke down or something. I don't want him to think I'm checking up on him."
"Okay, I'll see you when you get in."
Completely unaware of her tail, Morgan drove straight to the Starlight Motel, one of Bob's out of the way and clandestine meeting places with no closed circuit TV cameras. Troy passed by as she pulled into the parking lot and drove around the block. After giving her a few minutes he pulled in and started looking for the car.
"Ah, no...no," he said out loud as he started to feel depressed. "Please, Bob, please tell me this isn't what it looks like," he beseeched his non-present partner. He found their surveillance vehicle parked a few spaces from Bob's personal Caddy.
Troy sat there, fuming. He'd seen this situation way too many times to seriously think it was anything but what it looked like. He knew Cindy, Bob's wife and he knew the kids. They were a wonderful family. How the hell could he do this to them? Him, of all people; hell, he's busted a couple hundred unfaithful spouses himself, he knows better.
Troy thought of finding out what room they were in and breaking in on them. "Shit," he cursed out loud. With all the new business they had just acquired, maybe it was something work related. If that was the case he'd look pretty silly breaking in. He decided to give Bob the benefit of the doubt and wait it out.
He reached in to pull his Nikon out of its case and grabbed a couple shots of the parking lot showing both cars with a time stamp then settled back to wait. Almost an hour had passed when his phone rang.
"Yeah, Ang?"
"I was just calling to see if you're okay. I was expecting you in before now. Did you find out who was driving our car?"
"Sorry, Angie; I should have called." He didn't want to tell her what he suspected. "I think you're right about Bob loaning it out. She pulled into another shopping mall; from one to another. Don't say anything to Bob about it. He and I had some words over me continuing the Murphy case pro-bono and I don't want him to think I'm checking up or trying to catch him at something to get even."
"Okay, I won't say anything. I checked on that address from this morning and have a different address. Do you still have time to check it out?"
"Ah, yeah. I'm doing a couple personal errands but give me the address and I'll head back there in a little bit."
Troy took down the new address then continued to sit and watch the row of motel room doors, poised with his camera in hand. It was another hour before the door to room 115 opened and Troy zoomed his telephoto lens in on his partner standing just inside. Suddenly a woman with short blond hair appeared in nothing more than her bra and panties, pressed her semi-nude body into the man Troy thought he knew and gave him a big kiss.
Bob stood in the open doorway holding the knob while he and the blond had a brief conversation then he kissed her once more before he left, closing the door behind him. He jumped into his Caddy and took off in the direction of the office.
Troy had it all down in living color. There was no more room for doubt; his partner was having an affair. He sat in his car for a few minutes wondering how he was going to handle the situation. He decided he needed more information on the woman before doing anything. With camera in hand he sat for another twenty minutes before a female exited the room. This time she was back to being a brunette. He got some more shots of her getting into their surveillance car then followed her out of the parking lot. After a few blocks he realized she was going back to where he first saw her so he backed off a little to make sure she didn't spot him.
Troy watched from a distance as she parked the car and walked back into the mall. He followed her in then waited outside the women's washroom. If he hadn't already seen her with short blond hair he'd have missed her as she exited.
He had done this kind of thing a thousand times in the past but never with the sorrow he felt as he witnessed Morgan stashing her bag in one of the lockers then tossing the key in her purse.
Morgan was completely oblivious to being followed as she climbed back into her own car and pulled away heading for home. Troy wrote down her license. That was all he needed. As he drove off to check out the new address Angie had given him, Troy's anger grew; not only was the affair an affront to Bob's family but it was a breach of professional ethics. Was she a former client? That would make it even worse. He hadn't recognized her but they didn't always meet each other's clients. By the time Troy got back to the office his foul mood wasn't easily hidden.
"Wow, who pissed in your cereal?" asked Angie as soon as he walked in the door.
"What? No one, why?"
"You look like you're mad at the world. Was it the wrong address again?"
"No, it was the right place. Our client...what's his name again?"
"Vanderhosen," she answered.
"Yeah, he's right; his daughter in law is living in the house. I don't get it. She's obviously living there without permission. Why didn't he just call the cops and get her booted out of there? Why hire us?"
"I asked him that over the phone but he was very evasive. I think there might be drugs involved some way. Either they're in the house or the girl is a user or something because he didn't want to get the cops involved."
"I see. Well, you can give him a call and tell him she's definitely living there. It looked like she was there with a boyfriend too; some guy with a Harley."
"I'll let him know, Troy. Where are you off to now?"
"I have some things to run down on the computer so I'll be in my office for a while."
"Okay, anything I can help with?"
"No thanks, Ang. I can take care of it. Where's Bob?"
"Ah, he came into the office a while ago but left again. He said he had some leg work to do. Jimmy's out on surveillance."
"Okay," he said while pouring himself a cup of coffee before disappearing into his office. Troy immediately sat down in front of his laptop and started the investigation into his partner's girlfriend.
Morgan Anderson; lives at 1358 Prospect, Arlington Hills, Il; married to Ian Anderson, city editor at The Times; two children, Adam and Landen.
"God damn it," he mumbled. He grabbed his phone and sent Bob a text.
You need to come into the office around closing. We have to talk but after Angie goes home.
A couple minutes later his phone buzzed with a reply.
What's it about?
It's personal. Just be here.
Okay; I'll be in a little after five.
Troy took the CF card from his camera and stuck it in his printer's card reader. Seeing the physical proof of his friend's infidelity only made him even more angry. He was still in his office when he heard Angie say goodnight. He returned the farewell, waited a few minutes to make sure she was gone, then grabbed another cup of coffee before sitting down at her desk to wait for the showdown. It was almost five-thirty when Bob strolled in.
"Okay, what's so urgent?" he growled. "I really wasn't planning on coming back in here tonight."
"Oh? Did you have another date with Morgan?"
Bob froze in his tracks. It suddenly felt as if ice water was rushing through his veins. He looked into his partner's angry face and knew beyond the shadow of a doubt the jig was up. There was no need to try and deny it. Troy was a pro, he wouldn't have said anything if he didn't have the proof.
He stepped closer to the desk and saw the pictures Troy had spread out. "You've been spying on me?"
"No," Troy indignantly answered, "I haven't been spying on you. She pulled out of the mall right in front of me. I recognized the car and followed her. I couldn't believe it when I saw your Caddy in the motel parking lot."
Now Bob knew just how all those cheating spouses felt when they were caught-- like a trapped animal. "Yeah, well just forget it," he snapped. "It's none of your damn business." He turned to leave but Troy stood and reached across the desk to grab his arm.
"Where are you going? We're not done talking," he barked.
Bob reacted by turning and angrily throwing his arm in the air to dislodge his partner's grip. The college graduation ring he wore on his right hand accidently smashed into the side of Troy's face, making a deep gash.
Surprised, Troy reached for the side of his face then brought his hand away covered in blood. There was a moment of silence while they both stood facing each other.
"Damn it, Bob, what the hell is the matter with you?"
"I...I'm sorry, man. I didn't mean to hit you," he sheepishly declared.
Troy reached for some paper towels in the coffee nook behind him and pressed them against his wound. "Never mind me; how can you do this to Cindy and the kids? Are there others?"
"Others; other women? No, she's the only one, I swear. Troy, it's not a hot a heavy thing. We get together five or six times a year, that's all. We just...I don't know; we met a couple years ago and made an instant connection. Look, I took precautions to make sure we wouldn't be discovered. I..."
"Yeah, I know—giving her our car so hers wouldn't be seen at a motel; the wig, the clothes, the whole ball of wax. Damn it, Bob, you know as well as I do there's always a risk."
Bob could feel his heart pounding. "What are you going to do?"
"I'm not going to do anything, Bob. YOU'RE going to break it off with her—NOW! I mean it. If you continue seeing her, partner or no partner, I won't stand by and watch you dishonor your family."
Maybe it was for the best. It was better Troy found out than someone else. He knew Troy meant what he said. As long as he called it off with Morgan, Troy wouldn't say anything. "Alright," surrendered Bob. "We have burner phones for communication. I'll texted her."
"Please, Bob; please do." With that Troy threw the bloody paper towels in the trash and walked out of the office. He left the photos behind on Angie's desk but had the CF card in his sport coat pocket.
Bob took the photos, ripped them up in small pieces and flushed them down the toilet. He went into his office, unlocked the lower left drawer of his desk, and removed the phone.
We have to talk. Call me during the day.
***
As usual after seeing Robert, Morgan was on pins and needles around her husband that evening. Evidently she'd learned to hide her nervous guilt well because Ian seemed not to notice. After dinner he sat at the kitchen table helping the boys with their homework. A small bolt of fear raced down her spine as Morgan watched her family. How could she possibly be so selfish and self-absorbed as to risk the happiness of the people she loved most in life? Her eyes glistened over with shame as she inwardly chastised herself.
Without a word, she hurried upstairs and locked herself in the bathroom. As she lowered the toilet lid and sat down the tears began to fall. This was it. She had hit rock bottom and was no longer willing to risk her family over her affair with Robert.
For the first time in a long while a joy overtook her. She looked back over her time with Robert with fondness but it was over. She took a deep breath and dried her eyes. Tomorrow, she decided, she would text Robert on her burner and let him know.
She washed her face then looked into the mirror and smiled. She suddenly recognized her old self looking back at her. There was a new bounce in her step as she descended the stairs and rejoined her family.
"There you are," said Ian. "Are you okay? I was just about to go looking for you."
"No, I'm fine. I had a little rush call, that's all."
"Everything come out okay?" Adam snickered.
A mock disapproving tap to the back of his head by his mother gave everyone a giggle.
"Well you're right on time. Smart-aleck here needs some help with his math," Ian said with nod of his head toward Adam. "You're better at that than I am."
"Yeah, mom. This time it's dividing fractions. Do you know how to do that?"
"Invert the divisor and multiply."
"Yeah, that's what the teacher said. What does it mean?"
Morgan felt a sense of freedom as she sat down next to her son. It was almost as if she'd been released from shackles as she demonstrated her mathematical skills for her oldest.
Later that night, as she and Ian lay in bed, Morgan felt a deep desire to give herself to her husband but she knew he was tired. Instead she cuddled into him, nestling her head into the nook of his shoulder. She rested her hand on his chest and looked into his eyes. "I love you," she told him.
"I love you too, babe."
***
The next morning Angie had a concerned expression when Bob walked in. "Good morning, Bob."
"Moring, Ang."
"Hey, do you know anything about these bloody paper towels in my waste basket? They were there when I came in this morning."
"Ah, yeah but don't worry about it. Everything's fine."
"Are they yours?"
"Angie, please," he said while pouring his morning coffee. "It's nothing, just forget it."
Angie hated it when Bob talked down to her like that. She'd been with them since they became partners and started the business. She didn't like being left out of the loop but she'd say no more.
Bob disappeared into his office and had been in there for a good half an hour before Troy walked in with a bandage on his cheek. "Good morning, Ang."
She looked up to greet him. "What happened to you?"
"Oh Bob and I had a little argument last night. He started waving his hands in the air and caught me with his ring, that's all. It's no big deal."
"So this is your blood in my waste basket."
"Huh, oh yeah—sorry, I should have emptied that."
"What's going on, Troy? I've never known you guys to fight before. What was it about?"
"Just something between Bob and me; it's personal, Angie. I don't want to talk about it. Is he in?"
"Yeah, he's in his office."
"Okay, Thanks." Troy walked over and lightly knocked on Bob's door.
Well, thought Angie, at least she knew more than she did before but she still hated it when they kept things from her.
Troy took a seat in Bob's office.
"I already sent her a text, Troy. She hasn't responded yet but..."
"I'm not here about that, Bob. I know you'll do the right thing. I wanted to let you know I'm going to Indiana again tomorrow. This case is really screwy."
"Why? I thought all you had to do was run the father down."
"Yeah, well I've been making some calls. Andrea's real mother, Julia, had a boyfriend at the time of her pregnancy. I've been working under the assumption that he was Andrea's father but nothing really fits. I finally came up with his name but as near as I can figure out he was in jail on a drug charge around the time Andrea would have been conceived.
"Once I knew her mother's real name I was able to get a copy of Andrea's birth certificate but the father is listed as John Doe. I need to get her boyfriend's DNA or at least his blood type to be sure but I don't think Andrea is his. This whole case has more loose ends than a bowl of spaghetti.
"There's something else too. I don't think Julia died in an accident, I think she was murdered. I don't really have any proof of that yet but I've talked to several people in that little town and things just don't line up right. Part of the problem is that I don't know who I can trust in Lincoln Valley. I'm not even sure about the sheriff. When I asked him about Julia's accident he wasn't very forthcoming."



"You need some help? Anything I can do?" Bob asked.
"I appreciate that. I'm not sure just yet. I have a few more people I want to talk to down there. I'm going to take off after breakfast so I won't be in the office at all."
"Okay, Troy. Be sure and let Angie know and if there's anything I can do, let me know."
"Will do," Troy gratefully acknowledged. "Did you hear that Jimmy finally got pictures of Bracken with his girlfriend? Do we have everything from Benedict yet? Mrs. Bracken is going to be one happy camper when we can tell her we found another six million bucks that we can tie to her hubby. I wonder how much of that she'll actually get though once the Feds get done with it?"
"I doubt she'll get any of it. I'm sure the Feds will impound it all. It should help her with her settlement of his legal assets though. With him in federal prison she just might get everything. Benedict is bringing all the paperwork over this afternoon. As soon as we have it I'll total everything up and give it to Angie so she can make up the report and Mrs. Bracken's bill. It should be whopper," Bob chuckled.
"Okay, good. Wish me luck for tomorrow. I'm going to need it. If I can't dig up something more for Andrea I'm afraid I'll be out of leads. I really hate to tell her we couldn't find her father for the second time."
"You found her mother," Bob reminded him.
"Yeah, but she's dead. I'd really like to find at least one of her relatives that're alive. Oh well," he said despondently, "I've got to go. I'll see you later."
About an hour after Troy left his office, Bob heard his cell phone ringing. He was reaching for his jacket pocket when he realized it was his burner phone. He opened the drawer and answered. "Hi."
"Hi, Robert. I was surprised to see your text but I wanted to talk to you anyway so I'm glad you said to call. I really didn't want to say what I have to say with a text."
"Morgan," he said, interrupting her, "I'm afraid I've got some bad news. Troy, my partner, knows about us."
"What," she screamed into the phone. "Oh my God..."
"Easy, easy, he's not going to say anything but he made me promise to stop seeing you."
Morgan's heart was in her throat. "Are you sure? Does he know who I am?"
"Yes, he knows who you are and yes, I'm sure he won't say anything as long as we call things off." He could hear her sigh in relief on the other end. "Listen, I have an idea. Let's do it right...one more time with three hours of no holds barred, wild monkey sex and I'll bring the Champaign. What do you say?"
"Robert, that sounds fantastic but no, I can't. The reason I wanted to talk to you was to say we couldn't see each other anymore. I just can't. I can't take any more chances."
"Morgan, look, this would be the last time. Troy is going out of town tomorrow. He'll be gone the whole day. It's our last chance. Hell, we've been successful at keeping our fun a secret for over two years; we can do it one more time. Come on, let's go out with a bang."
The little voice in her head kept saying, "just say no, just say no," but the tingling between her legs was saying, "Just once more...for old time sake."
"Okay, Robert, one last time-but that's it then, never again. I mean it, Robert."
"Agreed," he replied. "I'll get it all set up and text you the info in the morning. See you tomorrow, gorgeous."
And with that he hung up. Morgan sat with the phone in her hand for a while wondering why she'd agreed when she had already made up her mind to never see him again. She looked forward to the day when she would no longer have to put up with her conflicted feelings. It was terrible to be so weak. She knew it was wrong but couldn't stop herself. When this was all over she needed a way of strengthening her resolve. She needed to take some classes or something to make sure this never happened again; there could never be another Robert...NEVER!
Those conflicted feelings followed her through the night and right up until it was time to leave the next morning. She almost backed out at the last minute but Robert had already paid for the room; at least that was the excuse she told herself.
As guilty as she was feeling when she reached for the motel door, she had to smile when she entered. There was Robert standing in all his glory; strong, confident, handsome. He had a bottle of Champaign in his right hand and extended his left with a flute of the bubbly he'd just poured.
The drapes were tightly pulled shut to darken the room but the half-dozen flickering candles scattered around illuminated it with a warm, romantic glow.
"Wow, when you said we were going to do it up right you weren't kidding were you," Morgan said with a smile. She stepped closer and took the wine glass from his hand. "Thank you," she said in her sexiest Scarlett Johansson voice.
Robert said nothing as he picked up another glass from the table and poured some Champaign for himself. He lifted his glass and clinked it lightly against hers. "Here's to the last two years of the best sex I've ever had," he toasted. "I hate to see it end."
"I have to second that, Robert. It's been fun that's for sure."
They looked into each other's eyes as they each took a sip of the expensive wine. Robert laid his glass on the table and reached up to start unbuttoning Morgan's blouse. Slowly he exposed the softness of her breasts. He slipped the fabric over her shoulders and let it fall to the floor as he took her in his arms for a kiss.
Moments later they both fell naked on the bed. She let out a gasp as her lover immediately moved to moist pussy. He was a master tongue manipulator and had his beautiful paramour screaming in ecstasy in minutes.
Waiting not quite long enough for her to recover, Robert grabbed her under the knees and pulled her into position for his steel-like appendage to enter her.
"Oh, God," she yelled as she felt the force with which he took her. She felt so dirty, so slutty, so fulfilled.
Robert continued to pound her until she grabbed the sheets and held on through her second major orgasm and then another, finally blowing his own load at the same time.
For the first time since starting their little fling, Robert put his arm around Morgan as she cuddled into his body while taking a rest. It was usually a time for pillow talk but this time they simply enjoyed the feeling of each other, knowing it would be the last time.
Knowing Robert's recuperative powers, Morgan slid down to his awaiting love tool and began bringing it back to life for their second go-around. They would have a third after that and not give up until they both had nothing left to give.
One more look, he couldn't help it. Bob turned from the door and walked back into the room. He leaned against a door jam and let out a doleful sigh.
Morgan sat in front of the mirror dressed only in her panties. Her beautiful breasts bounced as she brushed her hair. She looked up at him. "This is really it, isn't it."
"Yep."
She laid her brush on motel's small dressing table. Her eyes glistened with a hint of sadness. "I'm going to miss this."
"Me too," he confirmed. "Well," he said with another small sigh, "I guess I'd better go. I told my secretary I'd be at the library all morning and believe it or not I do have to get down there before I go back into the office."
"Really? With everything on the internet these days you still go to the library?"
"Believe or not, not everything is always on the net," he said with a chuckle. "When you get back to the mall just drop the car keys and everything else, including your phone, in the trunk of my car and lock it up. I'll take care of getting rid of it."
"Okay."
They looked at each other, neither one wanting to break the stare. It was finally Morgan who ended it. "You'd better go, Robert."
"Yeah," he said, pushing himself from the door jam. "You take care of yourself, Morgan."
"You too, Robert." She watched him until he left the room and closed the door behind him, ending their two year affair. How long would it take her to truly get over him, she wondered; worse yet, how long to get over the guilt. One thing was for sure, she still had those conflicted emotions. Both sadness and relief shared her state of mind.
***
It was a little after two o'clock in the afternoon by the time Bob got back. From the hallway as he neared his office he thought he heard some commotion coming from inside. He hurried in to find two men in suits consoling Angie as she sat at her desk heavily crying.
They all froze when Bob rushed in. His first thought was that something had happened to Tom, her husband. "Angie, what is it? What happened?"
"Oh, Bob," he voice was so strained she was hard to understand, "Troy is dead. They...they say he shot himself."
"What? No, that's not right." He looked at the two men in suits. "Who are you guys?"
"I'm detective Mosinski with the Chicago police department...and you are..."
"Bob Sanders, I'm Troy's business partner." He looked at the other man who introduced himself with an outstretched hand.
"I'm Sergeant Lafferty, Mr. Sanders."
"I'm pleased to meet you, gentlemen, but I think you've made a mistake. Troy's in Indiana today and he'd never shoot himself. What's your victim's last name?"
"Englander," volunteered the detective.
"Well that's Troy's last name but I'm sure there's more than one. Angie, did you try to call him?"
Angie was still crying so hard she could barely answer. She shook her head with a weak, "No."
He looked at her. She was in no condition to do anything. "Here," he said, taking his own phone out of his suit coat. "Let me give him a call." Bob hit the speed dial but no one answered. "Well, he's not answering but that doesn't mean he's dead."
"Mr. Sanders, we found this in his wallet." Sergeant Lafferty showed Bob, Troy's private detective license.
Bob suddenly felt weak and had to sit down. He looked up at the plain clothes man and shook his in disbelief. "It...it can't be. He's supposed to be in Indiana. Where did this happen...when?"
"He was found in his car in an alley not far from his apartment," explained the detective. "We found someone who said they heard what they thought was a backfire a little after nine-thirty this morning. We'll know more after the coroner's report but we think that was the time of death."
"This doesn't make sense. Troy would never shoot himself. It's not possible. If it's really Troy then someone else shot him. I'm telling you, he'd never commit suicide."
"Well, suicide is only a guess based on what we found at the scene, Mr. Sanders. He was alone in the car with a Glock nine millimeter on the floor. He had one fatal wound to the right temple," stated the Sergeant.
"I don't care," Bob said, shaking his head. "I'm telling you, this was murder. Troy would never kill himself."
"Can you think of anyone who wanted him dead? Was he working on anything that might have gotten him killed?" asked the detective.
"Ah," Bob had to think, "I'm...I'm not...well, we've both been working on a case that involves some big bucks. It started out as simple divorce case but we found evidence that the husband was laundering money for someone. The guy's name is Bracken—Roger Bracken. That would be a good place to start."
"Okay, Mr. Sanders, but as of this minute we're ruling it a suicide unless we get evidence to the contrary. You will be available though in case we need to ask more questions?"
"Yes, Sergeant, I'm not going anywhere. Here," he said pulling out a business card. "Here's the office number. I'll put my cell on the back." I'm telling you though, you're wrong. He was helping out a young lady who was adopted and only recently found out. He was adamant about helping her find her real father and was doing it pro-bono. He would not have wanted to let her down, Sergeant, I know him."
"Well, we'll let you know if we come up with anything more, Mr. Sanders." Bob stood while they all shook hands. As they left he thought of something else—Jimmy. He had been working on Bracken's case as well. If it was Bracken he could be in danger as well. He pulled out his phone again and dialed him.
"Hi, Bob, what's up?"
"Hi, Jimmy, where are you?" he asked with a small sigh of relief.
"I'm at city hall. What do you need?"
"Ah, I need you to come into the office right away."
"Okay, as soon as I'm done here..."
"No, Jimmy, now; I need you in here right away."
Jimmy thought he heard fear in Bob's voice; something he'd never heard before. "Okay, Bob. I'm on my way."
Bob disconnected and walked around to the other side of Angie's desk. He put his arm around her. She was almost out of tears as she laid her head into her boss' chest and sobbed. "Oh, Bob, how could this happen?"
"I don't know, Ang, but I'm going to find out. Right now we need to get you home."
"But...but..."
"No buts, Angie. I want you to call Tom and see if he can get off work early and meet you at the house. You shouldn't be alone."
She nodded her head and made the call. As soon as her husband heard what happened he told his boss he had a family emergency and took off. Bob wouldn't let her drive in her condition and called for a taxi to take her home.
A little while after she left, Jimmy walked in. Bob said nothing about suicide; he told a shaken Jimmy that Troy had been murdered. He explained his suspicions about Bracken and told the young man to be very careful.
After Jimmy left, Bob's feelings caught up to him. He slumped into his chair. If their time estimate was correct, his partner was being murdered about the same time he was eating Morgan's pussy. Of course he had no way of knowing Troy was in trouble but just the thought made him sick to his stomach.
He thought about going to Plato's, his favorite bar, and getting drunk but he had no way of knowing if he was on someone's hit list as well. He needed to keep a clear head just in case.
He wasn't looking forward to going home. His whole family knew and loved Troy. They all stuck by him during his divorce. Many times he slept on their couch, played with the kids, and ate dinner with them during those difficult months.
Later that night, after dinner, he gathered everyone in the living room for a family meeting. He did everything he could to try and soften the blow but it didn't help. Everyone broke out in tears. It was a rough night.
By the following morning Sergeant Lafferty was in agreement with Bob, there was now no question that Troy Englander had been murdered.
Detective Mosinski smelled blood and was anxious to proceed. "We going to bring him in?"
"Yeah, but first I want to talk to the secretary," replied the sergeant. "Do we have her home address?"
"Yeah, right here."
Half an hour later the two Chicago plain clothes detectives knocked on the door of Angela and Tom Kennedy. After introducing themselves and explaining they had a few more questions, Tom let them in. He offered the two men coffee but they got right down to business.
"Mrs. Kennedy, we just have a few additional questions we're hoping you can help us with," the sergeant stated.
"Sure," Angie innocently agreed, "anything I can do to help."
"We noticed a gash on the side of Mr. Englander's face. Do you know how that happened?"
"Oh yeah but it had nothing to do with his death. It was an accident. Bob and Troy got into an argument the other night. Bob was waving his hands in the air and accidently hit Troy with his ring."
"I see," acknowledged the sergeant. "Did they fight often?"
"No; hardly ever. Why are you asking questions about Bob and Troy? What does this have to do with Troy's death?"
"Just routine, ma'am."
"The hell it is. I've been working for a private detective agency for ten years. I'm not stupid. Are you looking at Bob for this? Because if you are you're way off base," she emphatically declared.
"Honest, Mrs. Kennedy, we're not looking at anyone yet. We're just trying to clean up some ends. Do you know of Mr. Sander's whereabouts between nine and eleven yesterday morning?"
"Yes," she angrily answered. "He was at the library. Now if you'll excuse me I'm not in the mood to answer any more questions."
"Of course; we appreciate you taking the time to talk with us," said sergeant Lafferty as they rose from their chairs and were shown to the door.
"Call Sander's cell number and tell him to meet us at the station in an hour," Lafferty told his partner on the way to their car.
Bob was already there waiting for them when they walked in. "Did you find out it wasn't suicide?"
"Yes, Mr. Sanders; no doubt about it, your partner was murdered. Let's talk in here," said detective Mosinski as he led Bob into another room.
It didn't take Bob's experience on the force to recognize an interrogation room. They all sat across a wooden table from each other. The sergeant took the lead.
"Mr. Sanders, you were right, there was no GSR on your partner's hand so he couldn't have fired the gun."
Bob remained emotionless. They weren't telling him anything he didn't know already. He knew damn well it wasn't suicide.
"We also found some things that have us a little puzzled. Maybe you can help us out."
"Sure, if I can."
"Can you tell us how your fingerprints happened to be the gun that killed him?"
"My fingerprints!" He thought for a moment before it hit him. "Yeah, we went to the range a few days ago. I've never shot a Glock so I asked him to switch. He went through a clip with my Beretta and I shot his Glock. I can't believe he didn't clean it after that but knowing Troy I guess I shouldn't be surprised. He probably reloaded, stuck it back in his holster and that's where it stayed."
"I see. Mr. Sander's did you have a fight with Mr. Englander a few nights ago?"
"No," answered Bob.
"So if we held you here long enough to get a warrant to test that ring for Englander's DNA we would be wasting our time?"
That caught Bob by surprise. He had no idea how they knew he hit Troy with his ring. "It wasn't a fight. We had an argument and I accidently hit Troy with the back of my hand. I can't believe you're looking at me for this? That's ridiculous."
"Where were you yesterday morning between nine and eleven, Mr. Sanders?"
He had to quickly think. "Ah...I was at the library doing some research for a couple cases."
"The main library down town or a branch?"
"The north town branch on California."
"That's a pretty big place, Mr. Sanders. Do you know if anyone saw you?"
"I don't know. There were a couple women behind the counter but I doubt they'll remember me."
"Ah-huh. We found something else in the victim's coat pocket, a CF card from his camera." Sergeant Lafferty took some photos from a file folder and slid them across the table to their unsuspecting suspect. "I'm going to go out on a limb here and guess that's NOT Mrs. Sanders," he said.
Bob couldn't believe it. He was staring at the pictures Troy took of him and Morgan. "These have nothing to do with Troy's death."
"Really? Because I think these are what the fight was about. Was he blackmailing you?"
"What? No!"
"Maybe he was going to tell your wife..." interjected detective Mosinski.
"Am I under arrest because if I'm not I'm leaving. If you have any more questions you can ask my attorney," Bob angrily announced.
"You're not under arrest at this time, Mr. Sanders, but don't leave town. We may have some more questions if we can't confirm your alibi."
Bob was visibly shaken as he left the station. Jesus, he thought, what a fucked up mess. They were trying to build a case against him and they were doing a pretty good job. He knew damn well his alibi wasn't going to hold up; his prints on the gun, the fight, the pictures...shit, they had a pretty good circumstantial case.
Absentmindedly, Bob drove back to his empty office. He needed to think. They really surprised him by knowing about the fight. He wondered what else they knew and might not have divulged. Did they have Morgan's name and address? He looked at his watch. It was only a little after eleven. He was on the fence as to whether he should call her or not. He didn't want to worry her but he thought he should forewarn her just in case. Then he had a terrible thought.



He was actually with her at the time Troy was killed. What if it came down to admitting it? It could destroy her marriage as well as his own. "Shit," he yelled out loud. He started to reach for his phone but stopped, wondering if the cops could already have it tapped? He still had his burner. He took it from the drawer but then realized he didn't have her number and had to look it up.
The call came in on the house phone so Morgan was shocked when she heard his voice. "Robert, are you nuts calling me here. What if Ian had been home?"
"Morgan, I'm sorry but we may have a problem. I had to call and let you know what's going on."
"What?" she asked in a shaky voice.
"Troy Englander, my partner, was shot and killed yesterday morning."
"Oh, Robert, that's terrible. I'm so sorry."
"Thanks. The problem is it appears the cops are trying to pin it on me. They have the pictures Troy took of us and they know about the fight he and I had."
"Pictures? WHAT PICTURES?"
"Troy got some pictures of us kissing through the doorway of the motel. I told you..."
"You said he knew about us. You never said anything about pictures."
"Anyway, we might be in trouble here. I might have to tell the cops who you are so you can alibi me."
"No!"
"What do you mean no? He was killed while we were together. I just came from talking to them and gave them the same BS I told Angie—that I was at the library but of course there's no way to confirm that. Without someone to vouch for my whereabouts at the time of the murder they might have enough to charge me."
"I don't care, Robert. You're always telling me you're a professional, figure out some other way. If you give them my name I'll say I never heard of you. I'm not going to let Ian find out about us, Robert."
"Look, Morgan, I'm not happy about this. My own marriage will be in jeopardy too, but if it comes down to it you have to tell them the truth. This is my life we're talking about here."
"I don't care. Do not send them to me!"
"Morgan, you can't deny it. They have pictures of us together. You're kissing me in your panties and bra."
"I don't care. I'll say it was months ago. I'll say you lured me there and tried to take advantage. I'll deny everything," she screamed before hanging up.
Suddenly Bob was feeling very alone. Eighteen years... four with the Marines as an MP, four years on the Arlington Hills police force, and ten years as a private investigator...eighteen years of experience and he didn't have the foggiest idea how he was going to get out the mess he'd gotten himself into. He suspected even Angie would turn against him once she knew of his affair. He sat in his chair contemplating the loss of everything he held dear—maybe even his freedom.
With a heavy sigh Bob knew he had to start taking action; first he had to protect himself legally, then he had to find Troy's killer.
***
Morgan sat near the house phone. Her hands trembled as she stared into space. Her mind just kept running over the conversation she'd just had with her former lover. It can't be happening, she told herself. Two years—two years they'd been meeting for sex without a hint of being discovered. Now there was a real threat.
Tears came without warning and she broke out in an uncontrollable crying fit. She curled herself into a ball of grief as thoughts of the consequences for her actions permeated her mind. "No, no, no," she cried over and over.
For almost twenty minutes, Morgan was completely incoherent of anything around her. The notion of losing her family had paralyzed her with anguish. As some lucid thought slowly crept back into consciousness, her mind started searching for answers. How could she keep her secret? If the cops came to her door should she deny everything or could she count on their discretion. Would her information go into their report? Police reports were public information, privy to reporters...reporters who might work for her husband...No, she couldn't take that gamble.
She was all finally cried out but her chest still heaved as she sobbed. It was almost two o'clock already. The kids would be getting off the bus in ninety minutes. She tried to calm herself down as she climbed the stairs. She was a mess. She needed a shower.
By the time she had to meet the kids at the bus stop she had managed to calm down and act somewhat normal. She did this by telling herself over and over that things were going to be okay. Robert loved his family as well. He'd find a way.
As was the normal school day routine, Adam and Landen pulled their homework assignments from their backpacks and spread everything out on the kitchen table while Morgan started dinner. They hadn't notice anything wrong with their mother but Ian was due in half an hour and that would be a different story. She was peeling potatoes at the sink when he walked in.
"Hi, hon," he said, coming up behind her and giving her a kiss on the back of the neck. Almost instantly he felt the tenseness in her body.
She turned and forced a smile as she returned his greeting with a kiss on the lips. "Hi, honey. Dinner will be ready shortly."
He could see it in her eyes. It looked like fear to him. He pulled her in tight for a hug and whispered in her ear. "Something wrong?"
"No," she shot back quickly. "I...I guess I'm just a little overworked today. I'm a little tired, honey, that's all."
"You sure that's all it is, babe? You seem—I don't know...tense I guess."
"No, I'm fine, honey," she replied with another artificial smile.
"Okay," he said, letting the subject drop. Ian walked over and gave the kids a hug before Adam asked him about a history question.
Later that night Morgan was having trouble sleeping. She rolled over on her side so she could watch her husband. He lay there so peaceful. This rhythmic breathing ended with a small snore on every exhale. She had become so used to it she'd forgotten he snored at all. She gently laid her hand on his chest so she could feel it rise and fall with every breath. "I love you so much," she quietly whispered. "Oh God, please help me," she prayed.
***
The next morning Angie was surprised to discover the office door unlocked. She walked in and found Bob pouring a cup a coffee.
"Angie, what are you doing here? We're closed. Go home."
"Uh-uh; Tom had to go back to work today and I'd go stir crazy sitting at home alone. There must be something I can do. Have the cops come up with any leads yet?"
"Yeah," he said with a chuckle. "Me."
"You! Are they serious?"
"I'm afraid so. You know when Troy and I went to the firing range a few days ago?"
"Yeah."
"Well we shot each other's guns, just to try them out. Troy didn't clean his afterward and my prints were still on it."
"And because of that they think you shot him? That's ridiculous, Bob."
He took a sip of java and thought for a moment. "Angie, you're going to find out the whole story anyway. Pour yourself some coffee and come into my office. I'll tell you about the whole sorted affair."
She wasn't sure she wanted to hear about it. From the way her boss talked she probably wasn't going to like the things he had to say. She took his advice about the coffee then apprehensively walked into his office and had a seat.
Bob took a breath then started his soliloquy. "Angie, you know how much I love my family. Cindy and the kids are everything to me. Unfortunately that didn't stop me from cheating on her. A couple years ago I ran into a friend of my wife's in a restaurant. She had another woman with her..."
He told Angie about the immediate attraction they both had for each other. He explained everything but never mentioned Morgan's name in case the cops questioned her. If she didn't know the name she couldn't be charged with obstruction or perjury. It was nine-thirty as he was finishing up. "That's it, Ang. I'm sorry. I know I've let you down as well as my family. I don't think there's going to be anyway to hide this from them. I'm not going to tell the kids but I'm going to level with Cindy tonight after the kids are in bed."
Angie sat with a shocked look on her face. It matched the shock she felt in her heart. Almost unable to believe the things she'd just heard, Angie kept slowly shaking her head. She finally spoke. "Bob, I can't tell you how disappointed I am. All this time; for ten years you had me believing you were an honest and moral person; a man who loved his family and would never do anything to hurt them."
Not saying another word, she jumped from her seat and quickly walked out of his office. She heard him call her name as she continued out front door but paid no attention to it. As she got into her car and headed back home she wondered if he realized she'd just quit.
Her words stung. Bob liked Angie a lot and knew she'd always regarded him as a friend, as he did, her. Well, friendship or no, he couldn't dwell on it. He had an appointment with his lawyer. After that he had to get back to investigating his late partner's murder.
In all his years as a P.I. this was the first time Bob ever had to hire a criminal attorney to represent himself. He picked Lou Heckley. He'd seen him in action and liked what he saw.
Lou listened intently to Bob's story, then had some questions. "Okay, Bob; have you told me everything? Can you think of anything else you may have forgotten or left out because you don't think it's relevant?"
Bob thought for a moment. "Ah, no, I don't think so."
"Okay. The woman, this Morgan Anderson," he said, referring to his notes. "She seems like a real wild card here. You say she flat out refused to corroborate your alibi?"
"Yeah. I can't say I blame her. All this time I pretty much guaranteed her we'd never get caught. I kept telling her I was a professional and I knew what I was doing. Now," he looked down at the floor in shame. "I mean she can't really deny the affair. The cops have the pictures but I'm wondering if she'd really deny we were together that morning just to get back at me."
"Well," his lawyer assured him, "there are ways to force her to tell the truth if it comes down to it. So far the cops haven't charged you. I'm sure they still have some unanswered questions. When they're done with their investigation they'll go to the D.A. and he'll determine if they have enough evidence to charge you. If they do, we'll ask for preliminary trial to ascertain if there is really enough evidence to go to trial. That gives us subpoena power. She'll have to take the stand and swear under oath. I doubt she'll take a chance of lying when faced with a year in jail for perjury."
"God, I hope it doesn't come to that."
"If it does we'll be ready," Lou told him.
Bob left the lawyer's office feeling a little more reassured but more determined than ever to find Troy's killer. If he could solve the case quickly maybe he could salvage a couple of marriages. He was even rethinking the talk he was going to have with his wife. If there was even the slightest chance that she never learned of his affair he had to take it.
Back in his own office he started pouring over everything they had on Roger Bracken. He was the only legitimate suspect Bob could think of. He didn't think Bracken had pulled the trigger himself. Why would anyone with that much money take that risk? No, Bob thought sure he'd hire a hitman. If that was the case there had to be some bread crumbs he could follow.
The first thing he did was dump Bracken's phone. At this stage he wasn't worried about the legal ramifications. He highlighted several numbers he considered possibilities. Next he started pouring over the financials again. There had to be a payment from one of the many accounts that correlated with the phone records.
All he had to do was come up with enough evidence on Bracken to get the cops off his back and looking in the right direction but so far he was coming up empty.
It was almost three in the afternoon when the office phone rang. He picked it and unconsciously greeted the caller..."Sander's and Englander Investigations."
There was a brief pause before he heard a young lady's voice. "Mr...is this Mr. Sanders?"
"Yes," he answered.
"Mr. Sanders, this is Jacqueline Englander. I don't know if you rem..."
"The pretty little girl with beautiful black hair and glasses," he said, finishing her sentence. It was Troy's daughter. He hadn't seen or heard from her since Troy's ex-wife ran off with another man and took the little girl with her. It took Troy over a year to track them down and when he did his ex had convinced the little girl that he was a wife beater and she was afraid to see him. "It's been awhile, Jacqueline."
"Yeah, I know, ten years. The police tracked me down and told me what happened. I'm here in Chicago. I...I'm going to have a small service for dad day after tomorrow. I wondered if you'd come and maybe say a few words?"
"I would be honored; where and when?"
"Ah..." she had to check the name on the mortuary's business card, "Heinrick's Funeral Home," she told him. "From there we're going to Pleasant Garden's. Dad already had a plot there. I guess there's one for mom and me there too."
"I'll be there, Jacqueline. What time?"
"Oh, I'm sorry; two o'clock. And...I...I don't know any of his friends. Could you call anyone else who you think might want to go?"
"Of course," he confirmed.
"Thank you, Mr. Sanders. Maybe we can talk a little tomorrow too. I'm pretty sure my mother told me a bunch of lies about dad. I'd like to find out what he was really like."
"I'd be more than happy to sit down with you, Jacqueline..."
"Call me Jackie, please."
"Okay, Jackie. Maybe we can have coffee after the ceremony."
"Yeah, I'd like that, thank you. I'll see tomorrow then."
"I'll see you tomorrow, Jackie."
After hanging up, Bob sat back in his chair and remembered the pain Troy went through, not so much regarding his ex, although he loved her with all his heart, but because his daughter had turned against him. Several times Bob had encouraged him to look her up as she got older but he refused saying he couldn't take her rejection again.
Sadly Bob picked up the phone and started to call some people to inform them of Troy's service. Jimmy said he'd be there along with a couple others. He tried to call Angie but got no answer. He didn't know if she was out or simply wouldn't pick it up so he left a message.
It was a small service. Troy hadn't socialized much after his divorce and friends have a habit of falling away if you don't keep in touch. Bob broke down while giving his eulogy. He was also surprised to see Jacqueline, Troy's daughter crying as well.
Several people approached Bob as they walked from the gravesite to say how touching his comments were, even Angie. Since Troy's daughter was from out of town and had no place to hold any kind of get together after the service, Bob and Cindy invited people back to their house. Jackie followed the procession.
It was a couple hours before things started to break up. Jackie met the few friends her dad had maintained and listened to stories of his exploits. She now knew what she had suspected for the last few years, her mother lied to her. Her dad was not a bad man. She stuck around to help with the clean up after the other guests had left. That gave her a chance to talk with Bob.
"I should have followed my heart," she said. "I should have come back here and looked him up. I...it's just that mom had me so scared of him."
"I don't understand why your mother turned on him like that. He loved her," Bob remarked.
"I'm not sure but I think it was out of guilt. You know...a good defense is a good offense. I was pretty young and they tried to keep a lot of things from me; trying to protect me I suppose. I know she cheated on him and he caught her."
"Yeah, that's true," Bob confirmed. "He was devastated. Losing you though, that's when he completely fell apart. He loved you so much."
"Yeah, I'm pretty sure that was mom's revenge for not forgiving her. Sometimes, after I was in bed I'd hear them fighting. I know mom begged dad to forgive her but he couldn't do it. I'm pretty sure that's what turned her against him."
Jackie couldn't hold it inside anymore. She'd been putting on a brave face until that moment. She grabbed ahold of Bob's shirt and buried her head into his chest as she burst out in tears. Bob put his arm around her as the whole family tried to comfort her. It was several minutes before she composed herself, after which, Bob made her an offer.
"When do you go back to New York?" he asked.
"Ah, my plane leaves tomorrow at two-thirty."
"Why don't you spend the night here then I'll take you to the airport tomorrow."
"Oh," she replied, "I don't want to put you out. You guys have been so kind to me, I don't want to overstay my welcome, Bob."
In spite of his own problems, Bob felt he owed it to Troy to watch out for his daughter. "Nonsense, we have a spare room so it's no problem at all. I'll take you to your motel room. You can pack your clothes, check out, and I'll bring back here. Then I'll take you to the airport tomorrow."
She accepted his hospitality and had a nice visit until he dropped her off at O'Hare the next day. She had tears in her eyes again when they said good-bye.
Bob had intended to drive into the office from the airport but just couldn't bring himself to do it. It was Sunday. The kids were home. His family needed him and he needed them. Tomorrow was another day.
Monday morning, Bob was all business as he walked into his office bright and early.
"Hi, where's Angie?"
Bob was surprised to see Jimmy sitting at Angie's desk. "Ah, she's taking some time off. What are you doing here?"
"What do you mean? We still have clients don't we?"
"Yeah, but I've got to find out who killed Troy. I don't really have time for anything else right now," he told Jimmy.
"I figured that. That's why I'm here. Maybe I can keep the clients happy long enough until you can pick things up again. I was looking for some notes of Troy's but I couldn't find anything."
"I've got everything from Troy in my office. I've been going through it myself."
"Yeah, I figured that. Well, if you've got time can we go through the clients stuff and see what I can help with? I found some notes, a couple reports, and some billing that Angie was working up."
"Jimmy, that would be great. Do whatever you can do. I'm concentrating on Bracken. I'm pretty sure he was behind Killing Troy."
"Bracken? Really?"
"Yeah. I'm going to get back to it," said Bob while walking over and starting a pot of coffee. If you run across anything that looks like it could be related to Troy's death, let me know."
"Will do, boss."
For the next several hours both men worked tirelessly. Jimmy had finished a couple of invoices and had them ready to send out. He also had an idea of what he had to do over the next couple of days. He was about to go into Bob's office and go over a few things with him when four men walked in, two were in suits and two were in police uniforms.
"Is Robert Sanders here?" barked one of the suits.
"Ah, yeah. What's going on? Got a lead?"
Bob heard the voices in the outer office and went out to see what was going on. He recognized sergeant Lafferty and detective Mosinksi right away. As soon as they saw him the sergeant spoke up.
"Turn around and put your hands against the wall."
"What?" Bob was astonished. He really didn't believe this was going to happen.
Detective Mosinski was the next to speak. "Robert Sanders, we have a warrant for your arrest."
Jimmy couldn't believe what was happening. He didn't even know Bob was being looked at as a suspect. He started to rise from his chair. "You guys have to be kidding. This is ridic..."
He was interrupted by one of the uniformed officers who told him to sit back down and keep his hands where they could see them. The other cop took Bob's Beretta then searched him for more weapons before cuffing his hands behind his back. Jimmy watched in disbelief.



Bob finally got a chance to speak to Jimmy as they were leading him out of the office. "Jimmy, Lou Heckly; he's my attorney. He's in the computer. Call him and let him know what's happening."
"Okay, Bob. I'll call him right now."
Three hours after Bob had traded his sports jacket for a bright orange jump suit he was sitting across the table from his lawyer in the city's main jail.
"I can't believe this, Lou. I honestly didn't believe they would arrest me."
"To be honest, I didn't either. Are you sure you didn't leave something out of what you told me? Anything at all?"
Bob thought hard but came up empty.
"Okay," his lawyer acknowledged, "you'll be arraigned tomorrow at ten. I'll meet you in the court room. I assuming you want to plead not guilty."
"Of course. What about bail?"
"I'll do what I can but you know yourself, the court is very reluctant to set bail on a capital offense."
"Shit. I wonder if anyone's told Cindy and the kids yet. What am I going to tell them, Lou?"
"Do you want me to talk to your wife?"
"Could you? I'd appreciate it. Maybe you could ease her mind some."
The thin, grey haired lawyer confirmed he'd talk to Bob's wife with a nod of his head. "Do you want to see her? You want me to arrange a visit?"
Bob thought about it. "No, not yet. Just tell her you're working on getting me out of here as quickly as possible. If it looks like I'm going to be in here for a while we'll talk about it again but for right now let's hold off."
"Okay. Does she know about the affair?"
"No. I was going to tell her and I chickened out. I was really hoping to get through this thing without having to tell her but it doesn't look like that's going to happen, does it?"
"No, Bob, it doesn't. I'll talk to the D.A. between now and tomorrow morning and try to convince him he doesn't have enough evidence to charge you, but I wouldn't count on my persuasiveness. If that doesn't work I'll visit your friend, the one you were with and try to convince her to give me a sworn statement that you were together at the time your partner was killed. If that doesn't work our last resort is the pre-lim I told you about."
Bob sighed. He was losing hope that he was going to get out of trouble unscathed. As he sat in his holding cell all he could think of was losing his family. It was more troubling than the thought of spending time in jail. Several times during the night, tears filled his eyes.
The next morning he met his attorney in court for his arraignment. Obviously the D.A. was not convinced to drop the charges. Bob was being charged with conspiracy to commit murder and murder in the first degree. When asked by the judge, Bob's attorney pled his client not guilty. A bond hearing was set for later in the day. Lou spoke up before the judge's gavel had a chance to fall.
"Your Honor, I'd like to schedule a preliminary trial at the court's earliest convenience."
"For what purpose, Mr. Heckly?"
"Your Honor, I was surprised to hear the district attorney's office even brought charges against my client. Their so called evidence is circumstantial and flimsy at best."
The magistrate looked at the assistant district attorney who offered no objection so he glanced at his calendar. "I will hear arguments on the fifteenth, one week from Friday," he said with the crack of his gavel.
The bond hearing didn't turn out in Bob's favor. His attorney argued he had been in law enforcement and was a family man but his profession worked against him. The A.D.A. successfully reasoned that Bob had the resources to disappear if he wanted to. The judge agreed and bail was denied.
Bob's attorney knew getting Morgan Anderson to admit being with his client at the time of the murder was going to be an uphill battle so he didn't call ahead the following day but simply showed up unannounced.
At the sound of the doorbell, Morgan answered it by opening the door just enough to talk but staying behind it for protection. "Yes?"
"Hello, Mrs. Anderson. My name is Lou Heckley. I'm an attorney at law," he said while pulling out a business card and offering it to her.
Morgan took the card and looked at it. She knew right away what it was going to be about but she wasn't going to give in. "How can I help you?"
"May I come in, Mrs. Anderson?"
"Not until you tell me what this is about," she stated.
He knew this wasn't going to be easy. "It concerns Robert Sanders, ma'am. Due to the nature of the subject I'm sure you'd want to discuss this inside."
"I have nothing to discuss, Mr. Heckley. Have a good day."
Before he could say another word she closed the door on him. Heckley shook his head as he walked back to his car. She was only making things worse for herself. He could have explained that to her if she'd have given him a chance. Now he had no choice but to subpoenas her to testify at a public pre-lim.
While his attorney was driving back to his office, Bob was facing one of the hardest things he'd ever had to do. He sat across the table from his wife in the visiting room of the jail. Her lovely face was streaked with tears.
"Bob, I don't understand this. How can anyone think you had anything to do with Troy's murder? Why did they arrest you?"
He took a deep breath to try and steady his nerves. "Troy and I had an argument a couple days before he was killed. I don't even know how they found out about it but they did."
"And that's it? They arrested you because you had an argument?"
"No, there's some other things. It's all circumstantial but they think they have a case."
"Bob, I..."
"Cindy, there's something I have to tell you," he said, cutting her off in midsentence.
She immediately panicked, thinking he was going to confess to her. She put her hand to her mouth. "Bob, no; you...you couldn't..."
He saw the terror in her eyes and realized what she was thinking. "No, honey; of course not. I had nothing to do with Troy's death. No, that's not what I was going to say."
She let out an immediate sigh of relief.
"No," he went on, "but I do have something to tell you that you're not going to like, honey." He took another deep breath. "Oh, God this is so hard. Honey, I love you with all my heart and I would cut off my right arm before hurting you but..." He stopped to gather more courage.
"What, Bob; what did you do?" She'd never seen him like that. She was scared.
"Honey, you were never ever supposed to know. I don't want to hurt you or take a chance on losing you but you're going find out and I'd rather it be from me." He took another short breath. "Honey, I've been having an affair."
Except for a small audible gasp, Cindy was stunned into silence. Her eyes bore into her husband's, searching for some sign of mendacity but all she saw was pain and regret. She wasn't even aware of the tears that filled her eyes. Unable to fully comprehend what her husband had said she simply rose from her chair and walked away. She thought she heard his voice calling to her from somewhere in the back of her mind but she paid no attention.
***
The next morning Morgan was fully awake long before Ian's alarm went off. She had a terrible night, tossing and turning with a real fear of the future. All night long she tried to come up with a plan; some way of avoiding the truth from getting out. She was still deep in thought when the alarm startled her. She felt Ian roll over on his side so he could reach it and turn it off. She closed her eyes and pretended she was sleeping when he got up to take a shower.
She thought she felt guilty before, now she was racked with it. She was being tortured with the thought of her affair coming out in the open. She never really thought it would come to that. She tried to blame it all on Robert. After all, he was the professional. It was his job to make sure they never got caught.
She heard Ian step out of the shower and go to his dresser for underwear. She could feel his eyes on her as she still faked sleep. She heard his footsteps coming closer and felt him sit down on the bed, next to her. She could barely keep from breaking out in tears as she felt his lips gently kissing her own.
"Wake up, sleepy head," he teased with a smile.
She had no choice. She opened her eyes and forced a big smile of her own. "I love you," were her first words.
Ian leaned down and kissed her again. "I love you too, babe." As he pulled away, the sadness in her eyes caught his attention. "Honey, what's wrong?"
Her mind screamed at her to own up and confess. It was going to come out. It was obvious; like a freight train bearing down on her, she couldn't stop it. She had to throw herself at her husband's feet and pray he forgave her—but she couldn't. She just couldn't bring herself to hurt him like that.
She forced the tears of regret from her eyes. "I just don't ever want to lose you, honey, that's all," she told him with a slight smile.
"Lose me? Ha, ha," he joked. "Don't worry, honey, I have a homing device right here," he said, pointing at his heart. "It keeps me from getting lost." He gave her one more kiss and a hug. "I've got to run, honey. It's getting late. The kids have to get up."
"I know. I'm coming," she replied.
With Ian at work and the kids at school, Morgan sat at the kitchen table desperately trying to think of a way out of her mess. Of course she knew there was no way. Sooner or later Ian would find out. In her own mind she knew it would be better if it came from her but try as she did, she just couldn't muster the courage to tell him.
A little after one in the afternoon her doorbell rang. She glanced out the small window of the door to see who it was. If it was that damn lawyer she wasn't even going to open the door. It wasn't though. It looked like some kind of delivery man. He had on a bright red shirt with a logo embroidered on it. He had a package in his hands. Morgan opened the door. "Yes?"
He read from the label on the package. "Ms. Morgan Anderson?"
"Yes, but I wasn't expecting anything."
The man reached in his back pocket and pulled out an official looking paper folded to the size of an envelope. "You've been served and it has been witnessed," he said, pointing to another man standing on the sidewalk. "You've been summoned to appear as a defense witness in the matter of the state versus Sanders on the fifteenth, ma'am. All the information is there. If you fail to show a warrant will be issued for your arrest. I understand you're very reluctant to testify ma'am but you have no choice."
He heard the pretty woman start to cry as he turned his back to walk away. He had been warned that she might be hard to serve and would probably have to be called as a hostile witness but he couldn't help but feel sorry for her. She was most definitely a woman in anguish.
After having no idea how long she had been slumped in the doorway, Morgan finally got to her feet and staggered to the kitchen table. She opened the summons as if it was her death warrant; if fact, that's exactly how she viewed it. It was Wednesday. The fifteenth was Friday. She had only two days to figure out what to do.
***
The days dragged on for Bob. He couldn't even imagine having to spend the rest of his life in an eight by ten foot cell like he had been. All he could think about was how much time he was losing to find Troy's real killer.
"Sanders," yelled the guard while banging on his cell door at the same time with his night stick. "You got a visitor." He and another guard put shackles on his ankles and wrists in preparation for the seventy-five yard walk to the visitation room. They showed him to a table where he sat thinking he was about to see his lawyer. He was surprised to see who came through the door.
"Jimmy, what are you doing here?"
Even though Jimmy had seen his share of prisoners in orange jump suits before, it was hard to see his boss like that. "Hi, Bob. How're you doing?"
"Just peachy," he sarcastically commented. "What's going on? Have you come up with something?"
"Well, I'm not sure it has anything to do with Troy's murder but do you remember the Murphy girl; Andrea is her first name?"
With everything else he had on his mind he had to think for just a second. "Yeah, sure. She's the one who was adopted. Troy was trying to find her real dad. What about her?"
"Someone tried to kidnap her this morning."
"What? Kidnap her—who?"
"They don't know but the vehicle had Indiana plates."
While Bob thought that over, Jimmy continued. "She was lucky. There just happened to be an off duty cop nearby who heard her scream. The guy slugged her to shut her up and was about to throw her in his pick-up when he saw the cop running toward him. He left her in the street and took off."
"Is she alright?"
"She's a little bruised up and pretty rattled but she'll be okay. She called the office looking for Troy. She didn't know. She broke out crying when I told her he'd been killed."
Bob was deep in thought and didn't even hear Jimmy's last statement.
"Bob, you think this could be linked to Troy's murder? I mean, it's quite a coincidence."
"I was so sure it had to be Bracken but you're right, Jimmy, and you know me; I don't believe in coincidences."
"I know you don't. That's why I came right over. What should I do, Bob? You want me to go to Indiana and ask around?"
"No!" he almost yelled. "You stay away from there. I should be out of here in another two days, I hope. Where is she now?"
"Ah, I'm not sure."
"Well call her. I don't want to take any chances of something happening to her, she maybe our only link to Troy's killer. Use our account and put her up at the motel. Tell her not to say anything to anyone about where she's staying, not even her dad. At this point we trust no one, hear me?"
"Yeah, Bob. I'll get her over there. What about you? Is there anything I can do to help get you out of here?"
"I appreciate it, Jimmy, but no. Heckley is working on it. Hopefully I should be out in a couple of days. In the meantime keep Andrea safe."
"I will, Bob. You can count on me."
As his visitor left, Bob realized how lucky he was to have Jimmy working for him. He wished Angie would come back but knew she wouldn't.
***
Every time Morgan tried to confess to Ian she would chicken out. She just couldn't do it. Of course she knew he would find out and it would be better if she was the one to tell him but she never found the words.
After dinner, Thursday night, Ian noticed his wife had been very quiet. When he asked her if something was wrong she smiled up at him and said she was just thinking of what she had in store for him after the kids were asleep. Ian met the news with a big grin and a kiss.
Later that night Morgan followed through with her promise. It would most likely be the last time she would make love to her husband and she was going to do everything in her power to let him know how she felt about him...even though she knew he'd no longer feel the same way about her after the following day.
At bedtime she had her seduction all planned out but this time it was Ian who took the reins. She ached with desire as he slowly undressed her. His tender kisses electrified her soul as his lips touched her flesh. The caress of his fingertips sparked the depths of her passion.
Morgan clung to every sensation of rapture, every feeling of pleasure, every sentiment of love. She committed it all to memory for after that night memories would be all she had left.
For Morgan sleep was elusive. She gently got out of bed before Ian's alarm went off and snuck down stairs to make coffee. That was usually Ian's job. He didn't eat breakfast in the morning but he did like a good strong cup of java before leaving the house.
He was still grinning from ear to ear from the night before when she kissed him goodbye and watched his car pull out of the drive. The wonderful life she'd known was now ticking away minute by minute. She got the kids out of bed and made their breakfast while they got dressed. She wanted so much to walk them to the bus stop but they were too old for that anymore so she just watched as they disappeared around the corner.
Time was short. She had to be in court by ten. Her life felt to be drawing to an end with each piece of clothing she packed. She assumed Ian would want her out of the house when he came home. At least she wouldn't have to torture him by taking the time to pack her clothes. When she was done she hid the suitcase in the back of her closet and took a quick shower. Tears rained down and mixed with the cascading spray from the shower head.
By the time she reached the courtroom, Morgan was in a mental fog. Almost incoherently she took a seat and looked around. The lawyer who was at her house was seated at a table at the front of the room. A side door to his left opened and two uniformed men escorted Robert to a seat next to the lawyer.
Bob quickly scanned the courtroom before sitting down and saw Morgan staring at him with hate filled eyes. He couldn't really blame her. Yes, she was a willing participant but he must have assured her a hundred times that they'd never get caught and she believed him.
Morgan saw him whisper something in the lawyer's ear and he turned to look at her. He stood and made his way to her side. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Anderson, I really am, but I can't let my client go to prison for something he didn't do. I honestly don't think you could live with that either," he said before returning to his seat.
Morgan still held on to the tiniest smidgen of hope that Ian would never find out any of it until she saw Paul Enroe walk in. He was a reporter that worked for her husband. It was the final thrust of the dagger into her heart.
The prosecution was first to present its case. When they were done the judge was already starting to side with the defense. His attorney put Bob on the stand first to refute each piece of so called evidence one by one.
As Bob stepped down his attorney called Morgan Anderson to the stand. Her heart was beating so hard she wasn't sure she would make it. She heard the bailiff drone on about telling the truth and recited her reply as if she were in a trance. As Bob's lawyer approached she turned her head and stared daggers into her former lover's heart.
"Mrs. Anderson, I know you didn't want to come to court today. I know you are making a sacrifice in the name of justice and let me assure you, it is greatly appreciated." Now that he laid the groundwork, he was ready to continue. "Mrs. Anderson, do you know Robert Sanders?"
"Yes, but I wish I didn't."
"And how do you know him?"
A tear broke free from one eye and trickled down her cheek. "I...he...we...we had an affair," she revealed as a second tear broke free from her other eye.
"Ma'am, I won't ask you to go into detail but can you tell me where you were on the morning of the second, about nine-thirty."
She glanced over at the shocked face of Mr. Enroe who was busy taking notes. She had nothing more to lose. "I was at the Chicagoan motel with him," she said, pointing at the defendant.
"How long were you in his company?"
"Till about noon."
"Mrs. Anderson, was Mr. Sanders in the room when you walked in?"
"Yeah; it was going to be our last time. He was holding a bottle of Champaign when I walked in."
"I have just one more question, Mrs. Anderson. Did Mr. Sanders ever leave the room between nine-thirty and noon?"
"No," she responded.
"That's all I have your Honor."
The judge looked over at the prosecution. "Mr. Smyth, do you have any questions for this witness?"
"No, your Honor," replied the A.D.A. "Your Honor, in light of this testimony, the state would like to drop the charges at this time but with prejudice."
The judge addressed the now grief stricken Morgan. "Mrs. Anderson, you're excused, and I hope things work out for you."



Morgan nodded her head as she stepped down from the witness box and walked solemnly toward the exit.
The judge looked at Bob. "Mr. Sanders, you're free to go. The state has dropped the charges with prejudice. That means they can refile at a later date if they feel they have more evidence against you."
Bob knew what it meant but he knew he was innocent so the chances of them finding anything more to incriminate him wasn't going to happen. Now he had to find Troy's killer.
Paul Enroe had only been with the newspaper a couple years but had met Morgan Anderson several times at various company functions. He always thought she and his boss made a great looking couple.
Ian never talked about anything other than work related news items when he was in the office so Paul had no idea if he knew of his wife's affair or not. He really didn't want to be the one to break it to him if he didn't know. He wondered if he should say anything at all and just write the story or if he should ask Ian about leaving his wife's name out of it. He had no idea how he was going to handle the situation until he found himself standing in front of Ian's desk.
Ian lifted his head from what he was reading and looked up at the young reporter. "So, did the P.I. get off?"
"Yeah, the prosecutor really didn't have that much."
"That really doesn't surprise me. He's going to be running for mayor this year so he's trying to rack up all the convictions he can."
"I...I ah...saw Morgan there."
"Morgan?" he repeated back. "My Morgan?"
"Yeah, you...ah...you didn't know she'd be there?"
Ian sensed the nervousness in his young journalist. "What's going on, Paul?"
"You should read my notes, Ian," he said while laying his notepad on his boss' desk. "But you might want to read it in private."
Ian was staring in his young protégé's face as he pulled the notes in front of him.
Paul felt sorry for the man he respected as he watched Ian's face contort with pain. "I'm s...sorry, Ian. I can leave her name out of it. I'll just say an unnamed witness..."
"Write it like you would any other story," he barked. Ian handed the young man's notes back to him. "Have it on my desk in an hour."
Ian stuck out the day but was finding it hard to concentrate. He didn't need his experience as an investigative journalist to ask himself the common question; why? It was the same question all men ask themselves in his situation.
Morgan made the hour long drive right from the courthouse to her parents. They could tell immediately that something was wrong but never expected the events of their daughter's confession. They made it clear they were both very disappointed in her but agreed to pick the kids up at school and keep them over night. Morgan had thought ahead and already had an overnight bag with her for each of the boys.
With that taken care of, she went home and walked around in a daze while starting to prepare what she assumed would be the last meal she would ever cook for her loving husband.
When Ian walked into the house at his usual time she was sitting at the kitchen table. She looked worse than he'd ever seen her. Her hair messed up and her eyes were red and puffy from crying. Under any other circumstances his heart would go out to her but the last few hours had built a wall around that heart; a wall constructed of hurt, pain, and anger.
"Why didn't you tell me yourself? Why did I have to find out from a reporter?"
"I...I tried," she wept. "So many times I tried, I...I just couldn't. I'm so sorry."
"Yeah, me too," he coldly commented. "All afternoon I kept asking myself why, then it hit me, it doesn't really matter why, does it. Oh I might be curious but in the scheme of things the why doesn't mean a hill of beans. The only really important aspect is that you did it. You destroyed our marriage; you destroyed our happy family. That's all that counts, isn't it."
Morgan couldn't answer him. Her body recoiled with each sob. She'd never heard so much pain in his voice. She would give anything to take back the last two years but it wasn't going to happen. She had lost everything that was important in her life and she knew there was no way she'd ever get it back.
To ask if there was some way to salvage the marriage was a waste of breath and she knew it. Ian would never stay in a relationship where he perceived the woman didn't love him as much as he loved her, and how do you convince someone you love them after betraying them like she did.
"Where're the boys?" he asked.
She could barely talk. "A...at my parents. I asked them to keep them over night."
"Yeah, that's a good idea. I don't really feel like sleeping in the same bed with you so I'll sleep in their room tonight. This weekend I'll look for someplace to stay temporarily."
She looked at him through watery eyes. "I...I thought you'd want me to leave. I'm the one who screwed up. I should be the one to go."
"You're right. If I followed what was in my heart right now I'd kick you out of here and tell you to never look back but that's not practical, is it. How I feel doesn't count. What counts are the boys. Right now their welfare is the only thing that matters. They're going to be completely devastated by this. Their lives are going to change forever and not for the better. It's going to be our job to try and keep some semblance of normalcy in their lives. I don't want to disrupt their routine any more than I have to. That means, at least for the near future, they stay here with you. They keep going to the same school and keep the same friends.
"Down the road you and I will have to sit down and make plans to keep the divorce from affecting them any more than it has to but for now it's better if I just move out."
It didn't really make any difference to Morgan who moved out. They were separating, that's all that mattered.
There was something else, too. She knew Ian. She knew he'd like nothing better than to beat the crap out of her former lover. "Ian, promise me something." She saw the look on his face. "I know, I have a lot of nerve to ask anything of you but please, just promise me you won't go after Robert."
She always did know what he was thinking. "Why--worried about lover boy?"
"Ian, he's an ex-Marine. He's a trained fighter, not to mention he carries a gun. I don't want you getting hurt. Please promise me you'll stay away from him."
"No," was his emphatic reply.
***
After just being released from jail the day before, Bob should have felt like he was on top of the world but in fact the opposite was true. When he got home there was no one there to greet him; no one with whom to celebrate his freedom. His wife and kids were gone. He tried calling her cell several times during the night but they all went to voice mail.
Marines aren't supposed to cry but the salty tracks that stained his face would verify that to be a false concept. As daylight faded into night he sat in his recliner and tried to visualize his future. It certainly didn't look like he had anticipated only a couple weeks previously. Thoughts of bouncing a horde of grandchildren on his knee while captivating them with stories of his life as a private-eye would never come to pass nor would he grow old with Cindy by his side.
Dark thoughts of a bleak and lonely future pervaded his mind as he slowly slipped into unconsciousness, aided by a bottle of scotch.
He awoke the next morning with someone beating on an anvil inside his brain and the sun reflecting from the lonely walls of what used to be his happy home. He thought about simply staying there and wallowing in his grief some more but there was still the matter of Troy's murder. He wasn't going to rest until his killer was behind bars. After a shower, a piece of toast, and two cups of coffee he was finally able to start his day.
Jimmy was waiting for him in the office. He was reading the paper and didn't look happy. Bob said good morning but he didn't respond with any kind of formal cliché type greeting. "Bob, is this true; you had an affair, you cheated on Cindy?"
It wasn't what Bob was expecting. He didn't even think of his sins being displayed for everyone to see in the paper. He sighed as he replied, "Yeah, it's true."
Jimmy was hoping his boss would say it was all a mistake. Here was the man he looked up to admitting to the same immoral acts they uncovered almost daily.
"I'm sorry, Jimmy. I know it was stupid."
"That's why Angie's not here, isn't it. She found out."
"Yeah, she walked out on me but I can't say I blame her." He looked into the disheartened face of his last remaining coworker. "What about you? Are you going to bail on me too?"
"I don't know. I have to think about it," he said. "I won't leave before we find Troy's killer, I promise you that."
That was good news for Bob. "I appreciate that, Jimmy. It's probably better than I deserve. I've got to start going through Troy's notes on the Murphy case. I know he said it was very confusing. Did you get her stashed?"
"Yeah, she's in room two-twenty. I gave her both your cell number and mine and told her to call us if she needs anything or she sees anything suspicious."
"Good man, Jimmy; thanks. Is that fresh," he asked with a nod of his head in the direction of the coffee maker.
"Yeah, I just made it."
Bob waked over and poured himself a cup then disappeared into his office.
***
Ian was well aware of the solicitous looks he was getting from his staff but tried to ignore them. That was easier said than done. Every time he caught of glimpse of a pitying expression it just reminded him of his situation. It was almost ten when he gave up and headed for the managing editor's office.
"I got to get out of here for a couple days."
Tom Gleason had been Ian's boss in one capacity or another for several years. He knew Morgan and the boys and knew his friend and colleague had to be coming apart inside. He wasn't about to give him a hard time. "Take as long as you need, Ian, and let me know if there's anything I can do."
"Thanks, Tom."
Ian said nothing to no one in the newsroom. He quietly gathered a couple items from his desk and left the building. Tom emerged from his office and sat at Ian's desk—the same desk he had commanded when Ian was his top reporter.
Now, without anything to at least try to keep himself busy, Ian felt lost. He started for his car but where was he going to go? Not home. The last thing he needed was be around his wife.
He started to walk aimlessly toward down town. He made a left then another left then a right then...
By the time he his brain caught up with his feet he had walked close to three miles and still had no idea what to do with himself. He needed a sanctuary, someplace to sit and think. He saw the sign for Plato's Place only a block away. He'd been there once before with a coworker. It was a quiet little bar that served lunch with their drafts.
He wasn't hungry and he really wasn't much of a drinker but it was the kind of atmosphere he needed. Ian ordered a frosty one from the tap and sat in a dark booth in the corner. That's where the anger started to give way to the grief. He fought a losing battle against the tears that flooded his eyes and escaped down his face. He looked around to make sure no one saw as he wiped them away.
Again, he had to ask himself why; was it something he did or didn't do? Yeah, he told himself, I know I told her the reason didn't make any difference but it does. Oh well, he cursed under his breath, whatever the reason, it was painfully obvious to him that the love she felt for him wasn't nearly as strong as his was for her. I guess that sums it up, he thought. She simply didn't love me enough.
Over the next forty minutes he had barely made a dent in his beer. He took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. As long as he was going to be off for a few days he might as well get the ball rolling. The only lawyer he knew personally was the one who set up his financial trust. He'd check with him and see if he also took on divorce cases. He also had to find a temporary place to live, but first...
Yeah, first there was something else he had to do. He'd have to stop off at the bank on the way.
It was almost one in the afternoon when Ian found himself outside the office door. As he walked in he saw a young man sitting behind a desk. There were two doors to other offices along the wall to the left.
"Can I help you?" The young man looked slightly nervous. Understandable, thought Ian.
"Is Robert Sanders here?"
Ian heard some moving around from inside the office closest to him and before the young man had a chance to ask the reason for his inquiry, his wife's former lover appeared.
Bob recognized Ian a split second before everything went black. Two dollars in nickels went flying in every direction as Ian's fist slammed into the face of his nemesis. Some of the five-cent coins bounced off the wall, others fell to the floor, some landing flat with a tapping noise while others rolled around before toppling to a stop. Several came to rest on the chest of the unconscious figure sprawled out on the old hardwood floor.
Ian anticipated retaliatory action from the young man and swung around to defend himself but Jimmy was too shocked to move. "When he wakes up tell him he can keep the change," Ian hissed with sarcastic vile.
By the time he got to his attorney's Ian's hand was swelling and turning purple. He smiled knowing that as bad as his hand looked, Sander's face was going to look worse.
"Bob," called Jimmy as he poked at his insensible boss. "Bob, wake up."
Bob started to show signs of life as he came around with a mournful groan. He propped himself up on one elbow and worked at opening his eyes. The side of his face felt like it was on fire and he had a big knot on the back of his head from the fall.
"You alright?" asked Jimmy.
"Not really," he said, squinting from the pain of moving his jaw.
"I'm going to take a wild guess and say that was the husband of the woman you slept with."
"That would be a good guess, Jimmy. Christ, what did he hit me with?"
"He had a roll of nickels in his hand."
"Felt more like a sludge hammer," he said, touching the side of his face.
Jimmy helped him to his feet. Bob shook his head and blinked his eyes a couple times, trying to shake the cobwebs from his brain. He stumbled into the washroom and looked in the mirror. "Oh, shit," he exclaimed upon seeing the multi-colored bruise that was growing bigger. He got more bad news when he came back out of the washroom.
"Bob, I've been thinking, I'll work for you for another two weeks or until we find Troy's killer, whichever comes first."
"Okay, I hate to lose you, Jimmy, but I understand. Listen, just before I got cold-cocked I came across the adoption papers for the Murphy girl. I'm pretty sure they're phony. I'm going over to her dad's place."
"Do you think it's wise for you to drive?"
"Yeah, I'm okay. I'm sure it looks worse than it is."
"Hell, Bob, if it was as bad as it looks you'd be dead."
"Yeah, thanks," he chuckled on the way out the door. It was still early, too early, Fred Murphy, Andrea's dad, wasn't home from work yet. Bob parked across the street and waited. About quarter to six a blue Hyundai pulled into the drive and middle aged man with greying hair entered the house. Bob gave him a few minutes before going up and ringing the bell.
"Can I help you?"
"Mr. Murphy?"
"Depends on who's asking."
Bob handed him a business card.
The man took several moments to read the card, almost like he was trying to decide what to do. "You're the guys Andrea hired to find her biological parents."
"Yes, sir."
"What happened to your face?"
"Ah, I ran into a door," he said, trying to smile.
"Is Andrea okay? I haven't talked to her in a couple of months."
"Someone tried to kidnap her yesterday morning."
"What?" The man was visibly shaken. "Is she alright?"
"Yeah, I put her up in a safe place but you and I need to talk. May I come in?"
Murphy opened the door further and gestured for Bob to go inside. "Coffee?"
"Ah, no, no thanks."
"I knew this was going to happen. I knew it. That's why I didn't want her to go snooping. Damn, Betty, that bitch wife of mine. Why couldn't she keep her mouth shut?"
"Knew what was going to happen?" Bob could see the reluctance in the guy's face. Whatever it was, Murphy really didn't want to talk about it. "Look, Mr. Murphy, my partner was killed a couple weeks ago and I'm pretty sure it had something to do with this case. Now if you won't talk to me I'll hand over what I've got to the cops and you can deal with them."
Murphy sighed. His shoulders slumped and he seemed to lose some of his bravado. "Sit down," he said, indicating a chair while he took a seat in another one. "I'm...I'm sorry about your partner. What do you want to know?"
Bob opened his briefcase and removed the official looking adoption papers. "These aren't real are they."
Murphy took one look. "No, no they're not. A...a friend of my brother's made them for me."
"Why? I don't understand."
"I...I didn't want Andrea going off in search of her real dad because..." he hesitated for moment, "because I'm her real dad."
"You're her...this doesn't make sense. Why would you have to fake the adoption of your own daughter?"
"Because Betty wasn't her real mother. I...I was having an affair. Andrea's my daughter but her mother was a woman named Julia, Julia Giovani."
"Okay," Bob was still confused. "You lost me."
"I didn't know it at the time but Julia had a boyfriend in prison while we were seeing each other. When she got pregnant she panicked and was going to abort it. I couldn't let that happen. It was my kid and Betty couldn't have kids.
"Julia said she couldn't keep the baby because her boyfriend was extremely jealous. She said he'd kill them both when he got out of prison. I made a deal with her; I'd pay all her medical bills and give her ten grand if she didn't abort it. Once the baby was born I'd take it and her boyfriend would never find out she was screwing around while he was in the slammer. Reluctantly, she agreed. That left the problem of how I was going to get Betty to accept the baby without telling her it was mine.
"I told her I wanted a family and since she couldn't conceive I wanted to adopt. I called my brother who knew a lot of people and he put me in touch with the guy who made those adoption papers for me."
"I can't believe you pulled it off," Bob interjected. "Your wife really thought you guys were dealing with the state adoption agency?"
"He had I.D. that said he was from the adoption agency and he always came to our apartment so we didn't have to worry about faking any offices or anything like that. He played his part well. He visited us several times over a period of months. He said we were on a list and he would let us know when a newborn child would become available. Of course as soon as Julia had her baby he came to the apartment and told us we had been approved and they had a newborn available. We signed the papers there in the apartment. The next day, Julia gave him the baby and he brought to us. Betty never suspected a thing."
Bob was shaking he head in disbelief. "And all this happened in Michigan? That's what it says on the papers."
"Yeah, Grand Rapids, Michigan."
"So what happened?"
"Everything was going great. Betty took to the baby and loved it like it was hers. Then one day Julia shows up at my door. She had been beaten up and was scared to death. She said her boyfriend found out about the baby and said he was going to kill her. Then he was going to find me and kill me too. She was getting out of town but stopped to warn us.
"Well, hell, Betty was right there. I had to tell her what it was all about. I think she was more afraid of what the boyfriend would do to the baby than to me. She panicked and wanted to move immediately. The company I worked for had offices in Chicago and Nashville. I asked if there were any openings in either place and they sent me here.



"I knew Betty didn't really love me anymore but we stayed together all these years and she never said anything to Andrea, until..."
"Until she was dying; she told Andrea to get back at you after all those years," Bob said, completing Murphy's thoughts.
"Yeah, I'm afraid so. I tried to talk Andrea out of looking up her parents because I was afraid she'd stumble on Julia's old boyfriend. I don't even know if he's alive or dead but I didn't want to take a chance. I don't know what ever happened to Julia. That night she came knocking on our door was the last time I saw her."
It was Bob's turn to talk. "I'm pretty sure the boyfriend is still alive. I think he's the one that tried to kidnap Andrea, probably to get at you. The pickup truck he was driving had Indiana plates, that's where Julia moved to. My partner tracked her down to a little town near Indianapolis. She had been killed in a car accident a few years ago but my partner thought there was something fishy about it. He told me he thought she might have been murdered. It all fits.
"Julia's old boyfriend tracks her down and kills her. Years later Troy comes snooping around asking questions so he kills him too. Somehow he learns about Andrea and tries to kidnap her to get back at you. I don't suppose you know this guy's name by any chance?"
"I never knew his real name but she called him Stag. I guess that was his nickname. I know he road with a motorcycle gang for a while. I'm afraid that's all I know about him though."
"Stag; and you say he was in the prison system in Michigan? That was what...20 years ago?"
"Yeah, about that," Murphy confirmed. "I don't think he'd been out for very long before Julia came to warn us. Andrea was almost two at that time."
"Okay, that at least gives me something to go on; thanks," he said, starting to get up from the chair.
"What about Andrea? Where is she? Can I see her?"
"No, not yet. In fact you might want to take a vacation for a little while yourself. I don't know how resourceful this Stag is but he seems to know what he's doing. I can keep your daughter safe but I'm not going to be responsible for you too."
"I understand," Murphy agreed with a nod.
"You don't know what this Stag was in for, do you?"
"No, but it must have been something pretty serious. I know he was in there for more than three years. I'm pretty sure he got out on parole."
"Okay, that helps. I might be able to get his name through the prison records." Bob moved to the door. "Thanks, Mr. Murphy, you've been a big help. And when this is all over, I'd level with Andrea if I were you."
"I intend to, Mr. Sanders."
It was a little after seven when Bob left. The rumbling in his stomach reminded him he hadn't eaten anything but a piece of toast all day. He drove through a Mickey D's on the way back to the office. Jimmy was gone when he walked in. He locked the door behind him. Now that he knew more about his prey he was going to be more careful.
Bob wasn't going to waste any more time. With his sandwich and fries unwrapped on his desk he opened his laptop and started digging. He actually found two felons with the nickname of Stag who were incarcerated in Michigan about the same time so he cross checked both names with Indiana Motor Vehicles.
"Jack Ingstrom, gotcha!" Now how was he going to prove he killed Troy? Somehow he had to draw him out. He came to Chicago to kill Troy because he was asking about Julia...would he do it again?
***
Ian didn't go home for a while. He stopped off at a Denny's for something to eat then went to show—anything to keep his mind off of his cheating wife. The boys were still up when he walked in.
"Hey, dad, where you been?" Adam asked.
"Yeah, mom was worried about you," Landen added. Before he could answer, Landen saw his hand. "Dad, what'd you do to your hand?"
"Oh wow, dad," Adam exclaimed.
Morgan was just coming into the living room when she heard the boys and looked for herself. "Oh, Ian; Why?"
He chuckled. "Three guesses," he spewed.
"What did you do, dad?" asked his oldest.
"Just had a little accident at work, guys; it'll be fine, don't worry about it. You guys get all your homework done?"
"Yeah, mom helped us. We were just going to watch TV."
"Good. What are we watching?"
"I don't know yet," Landen said. "I'll see what's on."
Morgan missed their usual greeting of a kiss and hug. "Did you eat?" she asked.
"Yeah, I had something after work." Without saying anything more he walked in and sat on the couch in front of the TV with the boys.
Morgan turned and stepped back into the kitchen. She poured him a cup of coffee and pulled some frozen peas out of the freezer then returned to the living room. "This is for your hand," she said, handing him the cold green box. She silently set the coffee on the table next to him and went back into the kitchen. She was trying to read a book for distraction but couldn't keep her mind focused. She finally gave up.
"Ian, I'm not feeling very well. I'm going to bed. Don't let the boys stay up too late, will you."
"No, I'll get them in bed as soon as their program is over."
"Okay, good night everyone."
"Good night, mom," she heard from the boys; nothing from her husband.
Later that night Ian tried not to disturb her as he crawled into bed but she wasn't sleeping. She turned onto her back when she felt the mattress move. Her tears rolled down each side of her face as she stared up at the ceiling. "Did the peas help?"
"Yeah, a little."
"So do I have to worry about him coming after you now?"
"I doubt it." Ian thought for a moment. Now was as good a time as any. "I stopped in at our lawyer's office today. He didn't have time to talk but I have an appointment with him tomorrow. He's going to handle the divorce. I don't know if you plan on getting your own attorney or not but I plan on being more than fair for the kids sake.
"Ian, I'm so sorry. I never wanted to hurt you like this. In spite of what you think, I do love you. Isn't there some way we can at least try to put this past us?"
"I don't see how, Morgan. This wasn't some drunken one night stand. It was a cold and calculated betrayal over a two year period. You say you love me but after this you'd never convince me of that.
"I've been giving it a lot of thought. I don't want the boys growing up in some apartment some place and I know the court would never give me full custody so I want you to stay in the house. When the boys are grown up and on their own we'll sell it and split the money.
"I'll give you whatever child support the court orders and some alimony for a while but you're going to have to get a job and I don't mean a part-time waitress's job someplace. You're going to have to find something full time that pays halfway decent because I'm not going to pay your expenses forever."
He could hear her crying next to him. "Are you listening to me?"
"Yes," she sobbed.
"I have just one stipulation. I don't want you bringing any men into the house to spend the night. I don't think it would do the boys any good to see some guy leaving the house in the morning. If you have a date call and I'll take the boys for the night."
"Ian, I...I would never bring someone in here to spend the night."
"I'm glad to hear that, Morgan. I hope you keep that promise better than you did our wedding vows. Now, I've got to get some sleep. Good night." Ian rolled over on his side, putting his back toward his soon to be ex-wife. As he listened to her quiet cries he couldn't help his own tears from falling.
***
The next morning Bob made a call before even finishing his first cup of coffee. "Is Sergeant Lafferty in yet?"
"Just a minute," he heard from the other end.
A moment later he heard another voice on the line. "Sergeant Lafferty."
"Sergeant, this is Bob Sanders. I'm about ninety-nine percent sure I know who killed Troy. Are you interested or are you still determined to waste your time trying to convict me?"
"No need to be sarcastic, Mr. Sanders. I was only doing my job. To be honest I didn't think you did it but the D.A. wanted you charged. If you've got some information on your partner's murder I'd be happy to listen."
"Well, I've got more than information. I think I have a plan on how to get the guy but I'm going to need your help. Can we meet for coffee somewhere?"
An hour later Bob was waiting at the Tiki Hut diner.
"Jesus, who cleaned your clock," chuckled sergeant Lafferty as he sat in the booth opposite his former collar. "You got to learn to keep your left up higher," he joked.
"Yeah, ha--ha. I got sucker punched. Now, you want to make fun of my face some more or you want to know who killed Troy?"
"Okay, okay, relax. You mentioned before that you knew who did it; some guy who was laundering money for the mod, I think you said."
"Yeah, I was wrong. He's not the guy. Troy was working on another case that didn't seem to be dangerous at the time but I've since found out different. The client he was working for was almost kidnapped yesterday morning."
"Was that where one of our off-duty patrolmen intervened?"
"Yeah. The guy was in a blue pickup with Indiana plates. His name is Jack Ingram." Bob proceeded to explain the whole story to the plain clothes detective. Lafferty listened intently and had several questions. After laying out his suspicions, Bob then told the sergeant of his plan to trap Ingram.
"Shit, Sanders, that plan of yours has more holes than a gopher factory. What makes you think he'll try the hit exactly when you want him to?"
"This guy's not dumb, Lafferty. I believed he watched Troy for a several days and had everything planned. Hell, if he'd had time to get that second shot off we wouldn't even be here. You guys would have ruled it a suicide and that would have been the end of it."
The sergeant was still confused. "Okay, sounds like you've got everything figured out, what do you need from me? I can't authorize someone to play your nursemaid twenty-four-seven."
"I know that. Just keep everyone at the precinct on alert and waiting for my signal. Tell them not to stop at Dunkin Donuts on the way over. Hopefully, he'll make his move after the second or third night so you can go home and eat dinner with the family."
"Yeah, that would be nice," replied the sergeant. "When are you going down to Indiana?"
"Tomorrow morning. I've got to get everything set up at the office first. Here, take this. Put it where everyone will be able to hear it and please make sure everyone knows what it's for. I'll give you the laptop once I get everything in place."
"Okay, call me when you get back tomorrow and let me know how it went."
Lafferty was right. For his plan to work he was going to need lots of luck and lately that had been in short supply.
On the way to the office he had to first swing by the electronics place. He had been there before picking up various items for work. Next he stopped by the hardware store. Jimmy was sitting at Angie's desk again when he got to his office.
"Hi. Did you get anything from Andrea's old man?"
"Yeah, I sure did. I'm almost positive I know who killed Troy. The problem is proving it.
"What can I do?"
"Nothing, Jimmy. In fact, after today I don't want you anywhere near the office for a while."
"Why is that?"
"I'm going to set a trap for this guy. If he sees you he might get scared off and blow the whole thing." Bob saw the disappointed look on Jimmy's face. He knew he'd like to be in on the trap; after--all, Troy was his friend too. "You could help me set things up around here though. I've got to get this place rigged and I could use your help."
Between the two it took only a couple hours to get everything in place. Bob called the sergeant and let him know things were ready on his end. They tested the system and everything worked fine.
"Okay, Jimmy, you can do me one last favor and then I don't want to see you around the office again until I say it's okay."
"Alright, Bob. What'd you need?"
"Take this laptop to sergeant Lafferty at the fifteenth precinct. Show him how it works and ask him to make sure others in the station know as well. Tell him I'll call him tomorrow on my way back from Indiana."
"Okay. Are you sure I can't help you trap this guy? I'm not an amateur you know."
"Jimmy, believe me I know how you feel. This has nothing to do with my confidence in your abilities. You've always done a great job for us and under other circumstances I'd include you but the fewer people involved in my little scheme the better chance it has of working."
"Okay," Jimmy responded with a tinge of frustration in his voice. "I'm going to take off now. I'll make sure Lafferty knows how everything works then I'm going to go home and start looking for a new job."
"Yeah, I understand. Later this afternoon I'll write a letter of recommendation and email it to you. I hate to lose you, Jimmy, I really do."
That night Bob tried again to call his wife but again it went straight to voicemail.
There's always risk involved when trying to catch a killer; maybe a little more than usual with this guy. If things didn't go the way he planned he could end up like his partner. If Cindy wouldn't talk to him he'd at least like to talk to his kids but it didn't look like that was going to happen so when he heard the beep...
Hi, it's me. I don't blame you for not wanting to talk to me but I have to tell you how sorry I am that I let you and the kids down. I love you guys so much. Please, always remember that. I love you with all my heart. I...I guess that's all I have to say. Bye my darling.
The following morning, about the time that Ian was sitting in his lawyer's office, Bob was passing the city limit sign for Lincoln Valley, Indiana. He had an old prison mug shot of Ingstrom with him. He also had the guy's driver's license picture but he didn't want to tip his hand more than he had to.
He remembered Troy telling him the local sheriff wasn't very cooperative. That's where he'd start. He stopped in and showed the mugshot around to several officers, asking if anyone knew or had seen him in town. Of course he made sure he talked to the sheriff, himself. Troy was right; no one offered him that Midwest hospitality that was so famous in the state. He gave the sheriff his business card and asked that he be called if he gets any information on the subject. In case he was wrong about the sheriff he then hit a few other places in town. Everyone gave him the same treatment.
By the time he was done canvassing it was after noon so he stopped in a local family restaurant for lunch. Again he flashed around the picture and asked about Ingstrom. He also gave out his card to anyone who took it. He wanted to make sure the information got back to his mark.
On the way back home he called Lafferty. "The bait's in the water, now I just hope he bites."
"Okay; you want me to come to the office tonight or you think that's too soon?" asked the sergeant.
"Ah, I'll let you spend the night with your family but I'd like you to come tomorrow night around eight-thirty. You won't be there long, just long enough for him to see you enter the building with no problem. I have clothes and I checked the shower in the basement. It works great so I have no reason to go home. If he wants me he's going to have to come into the office to get me. If he sees you come in the building every night around the same time he'll figure it's your regular routine. If it were me, I'd strike one night right after you leave. I'm hoping he thinks the same way."
"Yeah, okay. I've got everybody in the squad room up to snuff on what to do at you signal. I've got to tell you though, everybody here thinks you're nuts."
"I'd be the first to agree with them, Lafferty." He wasn't thinking of his trap at that point. He was thinking about cheating on his wife. "Just make sure somebody hits the record button before they take off, just in case he's gone by the time they get there."
"Everyone's been rehearsed, Bob."
"Good. Well, now it's just a waiting game. I assume he'll get a motel room while he's in town so I doubt he'll wait too long before making his move; especially since we're going to make things so easy for him."
"I hope you're right," joked the cop. "My kids see me so little they keep getting me mixed up with the meter reader."
Before getting back to the office, Bob made another detour for a small refrigerator and an electric hot plate then picked up several frozen dinners at the market. The office already had a microwave above the coffee maker. He was all set for an extended stay in his office. He just prayed Ingstrom took the bait.
***
While Bob was busy setting his trap, Ian was making preparations to end his marriage. He saw his attorney who advised him against given so much to his wife but finally gave in and said he'd draw up the papers as per his client's wishes.
Next he had to find a place to live. Apartments were much cheaper on the south side of town but his house was in the northwest suburbs, about half an hour drive from the down town location of the paper. There was no way he was going to put more than an hour's drive between him and his two sons.
He knew the area extremely well from his days as a reporter and settled on an apartment complex between work and his home. The location had a low crime rate, well maintained roads, and nice people. They told him they had one of the larger, two bedroom units vacating the following week. He filled out the paperwork and gave them a deposit.
All that was left was to divvy up the money. In addition to his 401K, they had a joint checking account, two savings; one was a vacation account, and the kid's college funds. Those would not be touched by either of them.
He wasn't in the mood to go over the money. He'd sit down with Morgan and go over things the following day while the kids were in school.
This is it, he thought to himself on the drive home. Thirteen years of marriage right down the tubes. He had a buddy who had been divorced for a while. He once told Ian that the ten years he'd spent with his wife were wasted but Ian didn't feel that way. Morgan had given him two wonderful sons and up till now, had been a wonderful wife; except for the last two years of course. No, he didn't look at his marriage to Morgan as a waste, not at all.
***
Bob wasn't too concerned that first night. He doubted if Ingstrom had even made it into the city yet. To be on the safe side he cranked up the two surveillance cameras he and Jimmy installed in the parking lot and watched the monitor as he popped a frozen dinner in the microwave.
A while later Bob was already feeling claustrophobic. He was also missing his family. He opened his laptop and let the internet entertain him while he kept one eye on the monitor. Next it was solitaire. The hours were dragging and he was beginning to wonder if he was going to be able to do this for several nights in a row.
He was just about ready to turn in and get as comfortable as he could on the couch in his office when...
"Son of a bitch," he said out loud. "He didn't waste any time."
He watched the CCTV as a blue pickup turned into the parking lot. It stopped for a moment then continued around the building. Bob ran to the window at the end of the hall to see if he attempted to get in through the back door but the vehicle didn't stop. He drove around the building then headed back out to the street and turned left. So much for getting a good night's sleep.
The next morning he called and told Lafferty about his visitor. "He's here already."
"He is? What happened? Do you see him?"
"I saw the pickup. He drove into the lot last night around midnight, drove around the building and out again. I hope he doesn't try to get in through the back. I didn't think to put a camera back there."



"Well, at least we know he took the bait. Now that he's cased the place I'm sure he'll be watching tonight. You don't think he'll make his move during the day?"
"I don't so. He knows my car was here late at night. I'm pretty sure he'll watch tonight to see what time I leave. When he realizes I'm here all night he's got to figure it'll be easy pickens."
"Okay, you're the boss," Lafferty joked. "I'll come by about eight-thirty like we planned. Don't forget to make sure the front door's unlocked. Be careful, perps don't always do what you think they will, you know."
"I will. I'll see you tonight, thanks."
Well, now he had all day to kill. He really wasn't worried that Ingstrom would make the hit during the day and he was hungry. Denny's was right around the corner so Denny's it was.
***
Morgan woke up with the feeling her life was over. Ian had been gone most of the day before. She knew he was seeing a lawyer but he didn't talk about anything when he came home because of the kids. She knew he would be laying out the termination of their family as soon as she got the kids off to school. He might even move out. She thought for a minute that maybe if she just lay in bed and didn't get up she could prevent it from happening. Of course she knew it was going to happen whether she got up or not.
She rolled over and looked at Ian's partially uncovered back. She didn't know if he was awake or not but she leaned over and lightly kissed him on the back of the neck. "I'm so sorry, my darling," she whispered. "I love you so much. I'm so sorry."
He was facing away from her so she couldn't see his eyes open. He was in no hurry to end their marriage either but the more he thought about reconciliation the more he knew it would never work.
He felt the bed move as Morgan got up. He closed his eyes as she through on her housecoat and went to get the kids up.
After getting dressed, the kids noticed their dad still in bed and asked if he was sick. He was usually at work by the time they got up. She told them he wasn't feeling well.
Ian came down to the kitchen when he knew the boys were headed for school. This was going to be a hard day for both of them.
"Good morning," she sniffled. "You...you want sausage with your eggs?"
"Yeah—please," he replied. "And then we have to talk."
Those words felt like an arrow through her heart. They both eat breakfast in silence then had a second cup of coffee before Ian told her the divorce papers would be ready in a couple days. He also let her know where he would be living. The only thing left was split up the money.
As he printed out a spread sheet of all their accounts, Morgan had to make one last ditch effort. She knew it was useless but she had to try.
"Ian, please, I beg you, give me another chance. I...I can't explain why I did what I did but I can promise you it will never happen again. I love you and I can see how much I've hurt you. I would cut my arm off before ever putting you through that again. Please, honey, please."
Her words were sincere, at least as sincere as they could be. The problem was he no longer had confidence in that sincerity. "Morgan, I'm not going into this lightly. I've given a lot of thought to us staying together. I've even tried convincing myself to forgive and forget, and maybe I could. But that's not enough, Morgan.
"I've tried putting myself in your place; tried to come up with a circumstance where I would cheat on you. I thought about going to bed with my dream girl knowing there was no way you'd ever find out.
"You know what I came up with? If Angeline Jolie fell to knees in front of me and begged me to fuck her there is no way I could. Knowing you'd never be aware of my infidelity wouldn't make any difference...none. I simply couldn't betray you like that. I love you too much.
"I had assumed you loved me the same way. I now know that's not true and if you don't love me like that after thirteen years there's no way you ever will love me like that. The thing is, Morgan--I'm a good man. I deserve to be loved like that. Whether I'll ever find that kind of love or not is anyone's guess but I've got to give myself a chance."
Morgan sat there crying. How could she argue with him? Her actions over the last two years proved him right.
Ian allowed her time to recompose herself then poured them each another cup of coffee and laid the financial spreadsheet out on the kitchen table. "I want to pay off two of our joint credit cards," he told her. "That will leave one for you and one for me. You can use yours for a while but you'll want to get one in your name only. That way you can start building your own line of credit."
***
Bob spent most of the day wondering about his future. He started the agency by himself but it didn't really take off until he took Troy in as a partner. Then there was Angie...huh, he didn't know how he'd ever replace her. She was invaluable to the firm. She did everything but field work and Jimmy—well, he was probably better and tailing people than he was. For a decade he'd had the sweetest little detective agency in the city. Now...?
He made one last venture outside to the restaurant for dinner before hunkering down in his temporary cave for another night.
He was nervous. He hoped to get Ingstrom talking and admit to killing Troy but who knew if he could do that? The guy might just come in with guns blazing.
Lafferty showed up right on time. "Any sign of him?"
"No, not yet, but you know that feeling you get when you think you're being watched?"
"Oh yeah, I know it well," Lafferty responded. "You want me to stick around a while?"
"No. I'd like to get this over with. I know he's out there. Hopefully he saw you walk in the front door without a key. I doubt he'll strike tonight but I wish he would. I'm going stir crazy in this place."
"Okay. You want me to hang close by at least...just in case?"
"No, you go home to your wife and kids. I've got everything set up here. If he comes after me he's done for. By the way, it's not that I don't trust your men to hit the record button but I don't. I set my laptop up to record as well so if something goes wrong make sure you take it. It's that one on the desk. "
"My guys will hit record, don't worry," he confirmed with a smile.
Lafferty left and made sure he made a show of leaving the door unlocked as he walked out.
Unfortunately, the night turned out to be very much like the night before, boring. Bob even managed to catch a few winks of sleep on the couch. He awoke with the morning light streaming in through the partially opened blinds. He checked his watch. It was only a little after six-thirty. Thank heavens for Denny's, he was starving.
Again he killed time most of the day. That night Lafferty showed up right on time again. They talked for only a few minutes before he left for home. Bob settled into his leather chair. There would be no solitaire. He was riveted to the CCTV coverage of the parking lot. About twenty minutes after Lafferty left the cameras picked up a man walking across the street and into the lot. He headed straight for the front door of the building.
"Show time," Bob nervously told himself. He reached under the desk and hit the only button that wasn't taped. He had it set to speed dial. He knew the burner phones he and Morgan used would come in handy. The other one was sitting on a desk in the fifteenth precinct squad room. As soon as it rang several of the men jumped into action. One hit the record button on Bob's spare laptop and started recording on four separate channels from four different cameras in Bob's office. Within seconds after that there were three squad cars racing down Milwaukee Avenue. Lafferty got the call on his car radio before he got home and turned around.
Bob looked up at the figure standing in his doorway pointing a gun in his direction. "Jack Ingram, I presume."
"You presume right. You're pretty stupid for P.I. But then the other guy wasn't much smarter."
"That other guy was a good man. He was my partner."
"I know, that's what you told my cousin."
"I talked to you cousin? Who was that?"
"The sheriff."
"Ah yes; he would be the one who helped you covered up the murder of Julia Giovani."
"See, you're not as dumb as you look, are you." He smirked before taking another couple steps closer to Bob. "Now, where's the girl? I know you must have her stashed someplace. Tell me and I promise to kill you quickly; otherwise I'll shoot both your kneecaps and watch you scream in agony for a while. Then I'll blow off both elbows."
"What are you going to do with her?"
"Kill her, of course...but not until I have some fun with her," he snidely revealed with a grin.
"You don't have that much time, Ingstrom."
"No?" He looked from one side to the other. "I don't see anyone around. Who's going to stop me?"
"The cops. They're on their way. You see this whole thing is being recorded at the police station. Smile, you're on candid camera." Bob looked into the man's eyes. He'd killed twice before that he knew of and maybe more times than that. His blood ran cold at Ingstom's expression.
"You're so full of bullshit." He started to raise his gun. "Fuck it, I'll find her myself."
As the killer fired, Bob felt a tremendous thunderbolt to the side of his head. As he dove from his chair he grabbed for the gun he had taped under the desk as he hit the deck and rolled. Before he could get a bead on his target a piece of the hardwood flooring exploded next to his ear from a second round. A third caught him in the hip before Bob got off his first shot. It hit Ingstrom in the chest and caused him to stumble backward. Bob immediately fired two more shots just as the police entered the building.
Both men were sprawled out on the floor. Ingstrom wasn't moving but Bob was moaning in pain. A uniformed officer called for an ambulance. "This one's gone," he said, checking Ingstrom's neck for a pulse.
Lafferty was pulling in the lot as the paramedics were loading Bob into their vehicle.
It was late afternoon before Bob opened his eyes again. He was surprised. He remembered thinking he wasn't going to make it as they were carrying him out the night before.
He could hear soft voices over the beeping of some infernal machine and looked around the room. He was hoping it would be his wife and kids but no such luck. "Hi, Jimmy."
"Hi Bob, how you feeling?"
"I'm not feeling anything right now."
"Yeah, I imagine they have you pretty doped up. You got it once in the head and once in the hip. The one in the head was a glancing blow. You'll have a pretty wide part in your hair from now on but that's about it. The one in your hip is a little more serious. The doctor wasn't sure but he said you'll probably need a cane to walk. They had you on the operating table for six hours last night."
"What about Ingstrom?"
"He's dead. You got him twice in the chest, one pierced his heart.
Bob looked around the room. "I thought I heard someone else. Who were you just talking to?" He was praying it would be Cindy.
"One of the nurses. She just came in to check on you. She was cute too."
"You..." he was having trouble talking. "You got a date?"
"Nah, didn't try. Actually, now that this is all over, Andrea and I have a date. She's really a neat girl. I like her a lot."
"She...she needs to talk to her dad."
"She did already. That whole deal was screwed up. Her old man was so afraid of what she would think of him for cheating he almost lost her for not telling her. She was disappointed in him but I think they'll be okay. I'm sure I'll find out more Friday night. That's our first date.
"Ah, there's something else you should know. I was in the office this morning. A guy came in looking for you. I'm sure he's a process server. I told him I had no idea where you were but I'm sure he'll catch up to you sooner or later."
"Ha," he faked a laugh, "I can't run from him, that's for sure. Thanks, Jimmy. I...I don't suppose you've changed your mind about quitting."
"No, Bob. I've actually signed up to join the Chicago P.D."
"I hope you trained him well," Lafferty blustered as he walked into the room.
"Hey, when you see how good this young man is you'll want me to train all your guys," responded Bob with a chuckle. "Did you get everything recorded?"
"Sure did. Your system worked like a charm. The D.A. already saw it and said he wasn't filing any charges against you. The shooting goes in the books as self-defense. The Indiana state police arrested Ingstrom's cousin this morning. They're going to charge him with conspiracy and covering up the murder of the Giovani woman."
It was good news. Bob had avenged the murder of his partner and reunited Andrea Murphy with her father. He should have felt some sense of accomplishment but he didn't. He felt completely empty inside. There was simply nothing that would ever make up for the loss of his family. He almost wished Ingstrom had been a better shot.
***
Friday also marked the day Ian picked up the divorce papers from his attorney. He hid them in his briefcase until the kids had gone to bed. He knew she'd recognize the envelope if she saw it and start crying.
Morgan could tell from his demeanor that the hammer was about to fall. It was no surprise when pulled a large manila envelope from his case and laid it down on the kitchen table.
"Morgan, I stopped by the lawyers today and picked up our divorce papers. Have you decided whether you're going to get your own attorney yet?"
Tears were already building in her beautiful eyes as she slowly shook her head and answered him. "I don't need a lawyer, Ian. I know you'll be fair, if not for me for the boys."
"We'll have to tell them this weekend. I can't move into the apartment until next week. I think telling them over the weekend will give them time to get used to the idea before I leave."
Morgan agreed. By Saturday afternoon Adam and Landen already knew something was up by the way their mom and dad had been acting but they were still shocked by the news. They didn't understand. Their folks never fought like other kid's parents. Adam got mad while Landen went to his room, crying.
Morgan and Ian spent all day Sunday with them and assured them that their dad would still be in their life and always be their dad. By the time he moved out that following Thursday they had at least accepted the situation, although it would take a long time before their relationship with either parent would return to normal.
EPILOGUE:
Bob Sanders was released after two weeks in the hospital but the coming years would not be kind to him. Even after months of grueling and painful physical therapy he needed a cane and walked with a pronounced limp.
Trying to replace Angie and Jimmy turned out to be impossible and business was getting slower and slower.
His ex-wife came after him with everything she could during the divorce and the court, even in spite of his wounds, took no pity on him. He was forced to pay their medical insurance, alimony, child support, and half of the household expenses for two years. It left very little for him to survive on but that wasn't the worst of it. A couple years after the divorce Cindy met and married a great guy. His name was Gene and everyone liked him, especially Bob's kids. It was like slow torture for him to watch as his own kids pulled further away from him and became closer to their step dad.
The only bright spot that kept Bob afloat was the promise of his reward money from the IRS for the information he gave them on Bracken. It took three years of audits and court actions for the IRS to get what was coming to them and; hence, pay Bob his due. The problem was, by that time he was so far in the rears with his child support that the court took the money and placed it in an escrow account to be doled out monthly until his kids reached eighteen. He was left with less than three thousand dollars. That was just about enough to pay his bar tab.
Morgan made out a little better but never forgave herself for losing the man she loved. Ian was a good man and made sure the boys never suffered as a result of their mother's infidelity, even if it meant she also benefitted in a small way.
Determined not to take advantage of his generosity, she found a job and paid her own way except for the boy's child support. She felt it was the least she could do after destroying their family.
Bob and Morgan never talked to each other again. The last time she saw him was when she was forced to testify.
Ian waited a couple years before jumping into the dating pool again. By that time he already had several admirers all hoping to be the first when he was ready. As it turned out he met the new woman of his dreams by accident...literally. She rear ended him at a stop light. They both got out of their cars to exchange information but she was so shaken he suggested buying her a cup of coffee and giving her a little time to calm herself. That turned into a first date and two years later they were married.
Her name is Marilyn. Ian's two sons took to her immediately. They spend every weekend together as a family and were especially excited with the news that a new addition to the family was in the near future.
The End.
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Prologue; Thanks again to blackrandI1958 for the opportunity to participate in another special event, Siren's Song. I have never written a sea-going saga before and most of you will probably tell me I should have gone down with my ship but I wanted to give it a try with a favorite genre from my youth, the swashbuckler.
I didn't want to write a Robert Louis Stevenson story with all the "ye's," "arr's," & "aye's," so I didn't get into too much pirate vernacular although I did try to write the story with a flavor of the times.
I do hope you enjoy my naughty nautical narrative of a seafaring pirate and his love. Of course, as always, I enjoy hearing from me hearties in the comments.
Oh, and If you catch me on the mixed metaphors just chalk them up to literary license.
PS. If you'd like a look behind the scenes, I've posted a very old photo of the real life location that inspired the story. It is the actual ruins of Sir Francis Drake's castle in St. Thomas. It's in the visual arts corner of the bulletin board under my pen name and is labeled "Pirate's Castle."
***
1626; off the coast of Saint Thomas, a small island in the Caribbean.
The massive ship was but a toy for the raging sea as a churning cauldron of thunderous black clouds turned day into night. Briefly, the sky of ink shimmered with brightness and the sound of rumbling cannon fire filled the air as lightning bolts were hurled down from the heavens by Zeus himself.
Heavy wooden timbers creaked loudly, twisting and bending under the strain of the battering white caps. The royal Spanish galleon rose and fell with the turquoise waters of the angry Caribbean, its fate seized in the grasp of Poseidon, and he was in a bad mood.
Below deck, frightened men huddled together helplessly listening to their ship struggling to survive. Cannons broke loose from their moorings and rumbled across the fo'c'sle deck above their heads, crashing into the ships battle tested structure with the force of Thor's hammer.
All hope was lost when the foremast snapped and collapsed to the ship's starboard side. Thrashing around while still tethered to its rigging, it caused the mighty vessel to list drastically and set a new course for the jagged volcanic rocks guarding the harbor.
The proud figurehead that protruded from her bow exploded on impact and those who could not hold on tumbled through the air as the razor sharp rocks ripped through the wooden hull of the doomed vessel. Roaring, ocean waters rushed in and seasoned sailors wept with the dreadful prophesy of a watery grave in Davy Jones locker.
After viewing the galleon's fate through a long spyglass, the tall man perched high atop his rocky crow's nest considered the risks. There was a very small window of opportunity but it was too good to pass up. "To the long boats, men; we've no time to lose," he yelled. The landing crew of forty-three men knew no fear as they rushed to the boats, screaming cries of battle and plunder.
She was the San Cristabol, a Spanish Galleon bound for the new world but blown off course by the storm. Before she sank, Sir Guy Ainsley, alias Captain Hawkins would capture its bounty of treasures in the name of mother England.
Large, open boats maned by eight oarsmen on either side put their backs into it and rowed with all their might as the furious sea lifted the crafts high in the air only to plunge them back down to the depths of another rising swell. If not for the expertise of the crew, the dinghies would certainly be no match for the violent tempest.
As the small fleet neared the sinking galleon the men tossed grappling hooks tied to knotted ropes over her gunwales and started the treacherous climb aboard. With sabers ready, their feet hit the deck prepared to fight but there was no one to meet their challenge.
Captain Hawkins looked aft to the damaged door of the ship commander's cabin. Therein would lay a treasure of gold doubloons and silver pieces of eight. "This way, men," he called out, holding his cutlass high over his head.
As they entered the officer's quarters a shot rang out and a steel ball went wide, blistering the wooden bulkhead and missing its intended victim by four inches. The impeccably dressed Spaniard, having missed with his only shot, stood proud ready to face his fate. Hawkins took pity on him but before he could give the order to stand down, his men opened fire and the brave captain fell dead.
There was no time to honor the courage of their foe. The angry sea had reached the top deck and was lapping at their boots.
"Look around, men," he ordered.
"Captain, here it is."
The chest was even bigger than anticipated. It would take four of his strongest men to bear its weight. The water was now ankle deep as the men maneuvered their plunder into the waiting long boats. Now only captain Hawkins remained on deck the drowning vessel. As skipper, the men under his command were his responsibility. As such, he was always first in and last out.
Just as he was about to disembark the sinking ship, he heard the unmistakable shrill pitch of a woman's scream. He knew they left no one behind in the captain's quarters. That left only one other cabin from where the scream could have come. It was the only other cabin still above water. "Keep'er steady, I'll be right back," he yelled to the disgruntled men trying desperately to keep their craft from being swamped.
Captain Hawkins ran to the cabin, fired a shot into the locked door, and broke it down the rest of the way with a couple of good kicks. The water was now starting to rise more rapidly and partially covered the prone figure of a woman. Her colorfully lavish dress floated with the sway of the ship. She was unconscious from a blow to the head. He could see blood dripping from a wound over her left eye. Evidently the young lady had lost her footing and bumped into something when the ship shifted. Luckily she fell on her back and her face was still above water.
He rushed in, cradled her in his arms then threw her over his shoulder. A moment later he reappeared to the shocked expressions of his men. Carefully, he handed her limp body over the rail to his first mate then climbed aboard himself. It was a death defying trip back to shore but all were safe as they stood on the bank and watched the once proud and imposing ship slip beneath the pounding waves.
Captain Hawkins and his men braved the weather while they headed for their homes. The force of the horizontal rain stung their flesh as they hiked up the trail to the fortress. The treasure chest was locked in the crypt so temptation wouldn't befall any of his men. The woman's fate would be of a similar nature.
"Bring her inside, men," he ordered as he entered his quarters.
"And who is that?" Asha looked concerned.
"A wench we captured from the galleon," barked the captain. "She can give assistance with your chores around here."
Asha had been the captain's personal servant for many years. She, along with others, had been dragged from their homes in Africa by Dutch slave traders when they raided her village. Once they were all forced aboard the slave ship they were shackled and corralled below deck like cattle.
They had been at sea for several days when they heard the cannon fire. By that time several had already perished from lack of food and water. The rest of them were terrified as they heard the fighting from above. They had no idea what was going on; only the sounds of gunfire and the clanking of swords told them the ship was under siege. Would they be saved or would they be imprisoned or killed by someone other than the Dutch?
After an hour the noise died down. A rough looking crew, some bleeding, came down and unshackled them. They were brought up and addressed by the captain. The ship's cargo was his. As for the slaves, they could go with him or he would give them the damaged ship and they could try to make it back home.
They were villagers, farmers, they knew nothing of sailing. Reluctantly, they chose to go back with the pirates. Once on the island they disbursed. Some of the men joined with the captain, some farmed while others became domestic servants. A small group of women offered themselves as prostitutes.
"Bring her in here," Asha said, directing the men.
They carried the pretty Spanish woman into an unused bedchamber within the captain's residence and laid her down.
"I will get something to clean her wound," said Asha.
Sir Guy sat on the side of the bed after his men left and took a better look at her. Carefully, he pushed some of her long black hair from her face. He had never seen a more beautiful woman. Her facial features were sharply defined with high cheekbones and a strong chin. Her ruby lips were smooth to the touch and the silky flesh of her bosom billowed over the restraint of her wet dress and corset. What a pity, he thought, that such beauty came from a backward country like Spain.
"Here," uttered Asha as she showed with a clean cloth and a bottle of rum.
"Thank you" he said. "You can go, Asha, I'll take care of this."
"Yes, sir."
The captain poured some of the rum disinfectant into the rag and gently wiped the wound. Once the blood was gone he could see it wasn't as deep as he thought. He rinsed the rag in some cool rain water and laid it over her forehead.
Just as he was about to leave the room he heard her stir. He watched as her eyes flickered open. The fear he saw in them could not mask their sparkle. They shown like liquid black pearls of splendor. She gasped at the stranger and tried to scoot away but the wall behind her gave no yield.
"Who...who are you?" she cried.
"Captain Hawkins," he replied. "We..."
"Hawkins...the pirate?" she shrieked. "Wha...what happened to our ship? Where am I? What happened to Captain Ballesta?" she charged.
"The good captain is at the bottom of the sea along with his ship," he explained.
"YOU BASTARD!" she screamed. "You killed him. You animal!"
"He fired on us. My crew acted in self-defense. If it wasn't for me and my crew, you also would have suffered a watery grave so I would belay that ungrateful tongue of yours and I would think a little gratitude would be in order," he snapped. "You are in my castle on the island of Saint Thomas where you will serve as my personal wench..."
"WENCH!" she screamed. "I am the Marquesa Camila Aritza, wife of the Marquis' Aritza. I am nobody's WENCH. My husband is waiting for me in the new world. I demand you take me to him immediately."
He smiled, her eyes shown like fiery black emeralds. She had heart, this one. He liked that but alas; he would have to break her spirit if she was to serve him. It was a shame but she could not disrespect him in front of his men.
"Sorry, wench, but you won't be going anywhere. You are my captive, my property and will serve me in any capacity I demand. That includes using the pleasures of your body."
Her beautiful, black eyes widened. "Don't you even try to touch me you..."
"Enough," he barked, cutting her off. "You'll soon learn that, that attitude will only cause you trouble. And--ah, if I were you I wouldn't say anything about being a Marquesa. That will only get you into more trouble. I'll have Asha bring you something to eat and some clothes more fitting your chores," he stated.
Chores? Surely this had to be a bad dream. Tears ran down her pampered cheeks as reality started to set in. She was trapped with a pirate; a savage who would rape and beat her and treat her as a slave. Where was her husband? How could she get word to him? Oh God, if he hears of the ship going down he'll think she drowned and won't even look for her. She was bawling by the time Asha entered the room carrying a bowl of soup on a sterling silver serving tray.
"Ah quit your caterwauling," she admonished. "Things could be a lot worse you know."
"Who...who are you?" she sobbed.
"The name's Asha. I'm the captain's personal helper."
"Do you know what he plans to do with me?"
"You will work with me during the day and sleep with him at night."
"But, I...I'm married. I cannot..."
Asha laughed. "Hell, girl, I really don't think he minds." She laughed again and just shook her head as she set the tray on the bed. "Eat," she cackled. "You'll need your strength. You'll find some clothes in the wardrobe over there," she said as she left the room.
In a fit of anger and desperation the Marquesa threw the bowl to the floor and wept into her pillow. Somehow, she thought, someway she had to get word to her husband. Maybe she could bribe one of the men...but with what? She had no money.
As she sat on the bed staring at the floor, a feeling of loneliness and depression consumed her like an evil fog. It soaked into her pours. She felt, not only helpless, but hopeless. Would she never see her husband again? She would rather die than spend the rest of her life as that monster's whore.
Time meant little to her now. She had no idea how long she had been crying but she was out of tears when the captain re-entered the room. He did cut a dashing figure with his long brown hair, broad shoulders, and strong physique. The trimmed mustache above his lip curled down when he saw her.
"You've not changed. You can't do work in that," he angrily sermonized. "Since you refuse to obey I will dress you appropriately myself."
"Don't you come near me, you..." She screamed as he reached for the top of her dress and ripped it open with two hands. She tried to gouge his eyes but he gripped her wrists tightly. She fought and struggled, finally bringing her knee up, hard into his groin.
"Aaaahh," he yelled with pain. In anger he raised the back of his hand in the air but the look of fear in her eyes prevented him from striking her. He had never met anyone like her. Behind the fear was defiance and courage. It stirred feelings in him he thought were long past; feelings he once knew as a young man in love. He pinned her against the wall, forcing her to concede. Her now freed breasts heaved with her ragged and heavy breathing. Slowly, he moved his lips closer to hers but just before pressing them together, she turned her head.
"No," she cried. She felt the grip on her wrists loosen.
"You have no recourse but to submit," he told her. "Even if your Marques' knew your location he could not penetrate my fortress. The bay is littered with broken ships that tried."
"You don't know him," she spewed. "He is the greatest fighter in all of Spain. He would chop you up in pieces."
He laughed at her boast. "The greatest duelist in all of Spain would be no match for my most incompetent swordsman," he told her. "No, if you love him you should pray he never learns you are here and attempts your rescue. It would mean his sure death."
"Why?" she questioned. "Why make trouble for yourself? Take me to my husband and he will give you riches in appreciation."
"We already have his riches. They were on the ship. I now possess his money as well as his woman. Why, you ask, because you are now mine...and no one takes what is mine," he snarled.
He looked over at the bowl of spilt soup on the floor. "That was foolish. You'll not get anything more until breakfast tomorrow morning." He turned to leave but looked again at the bowl. "If I were you I'd clean that up real good. It'll draw the rats if you don't." He was almost out the door when he stopped and turned around one more time. "I will return tonight," he said. "You can fight me or you can submit; either way I will bed you and enjoy the pleasures of your body. How much you enjoy it will be up to you."
New tears burst forward as if from a breached dam. She threw herself on the bed and wept harder than she had since her early youth.
The captain could hear her from behind the door. He actually felt bad for her but they were at war with the Spanish. He would be risking the life of anyone he sent with word of ransoming the Marquesa. He couldn't take that chance even if he wanted to.
He needed some time alone. He needed to think. Strong winds whistled through the stones of his citadel and the sound of heavy rain pounded down as he took his favorite seat in his sanctuary. He loaded his fine English pipe with tobacco they had taken from a French merchant's ship returning from the Americas. He leaned back and took a puff. Had anyone else been in the room they would have easily notice the worried look on his face.
Two years after receiving knighthood for bravery in battle, Sir Guy Ainsley decided he could do more for king and country on his own than by staying with her majesty's navy. He took another name, commandeered a ship, and set sail. That was six years ago. Since then he and his loyal crew had raided and sunk over twenty enemy ships. They, of course, kept a portion of the seized riches but sent half of it back to England. They had earned a reputation and were feared by their enemies more than the queen's entire fleet.
Since embarking on his quest, Captain Hawkins' only love was for England. The cruelty of battle and lost love from many years in the past had hardened him to a woman's affections.
He took another draw from his pipe and absentmindedly stared out the window at the clearing skies.
Like gold and silver, women were nothing more than the spoils of war but just being near this one had awakened feelings—forbidden feelings; feelings of excitement and passion. He had been enraptured by her beauty, captivated by the fire in her soul. It had been a long time since he felt like this. He wanted her, not as his wench but as his lover, as the mother of his children.
***
The ghostly skull of a pale moon was barely visible as the sweltering sun forfeited some of its heat to a cool breeze of the evening. After joining the conquistadors for eight months of exploring and fighting natives of the new land known as La Pasqua Florida, the soothing sounds of the pounding surf were welcome as the incoming tide claimed more of the sandy beach with every breaker. The spit-shined Spanish leather boots of the gentleman searching the horizon would soon get wet if he didn't move.
"Stop your worrying, Diego, I'm sure she's okay. The San Cristabol is one of the finest ships in Spain."
The Marques' looked out at the darkening sky. There was a storm coming. It was still miles off to the south but headed their way. "I'm sure you're right, Juan," he replied to his friend. "If they left on time she should be here sometime this week. I guess I'm just a little anxious. I miss her."
"I understand. I miss my Sophia but she is scared to make the journey. To tell you the truth, I fear she has found herself another man back home."
"Juan, just because she's afraid to make the trip here doesn't mean she doesn't still love you."
"Yes, but there are other things too; she doesn't write me as often as she used to and the tone of the letters is different. No, I believe I've lost her, Diego."
"I...I'm sorry, my friend. Why haven't you told me this sooner? I can get you passage back home."
"Yeah, I've thought about it but to tell you the truth, I'm afraid of what I'd find when I got there. No, this is my home now."
Later that night, as the storm raged outside his garrison window, the Marquis' thought of the conversation he'd had with his friend. It reminded him of how lucky he was to have the love and respect of such a woman as his wife. He thought back to the last evening they'd spent together.
He closed his eyes and moaned with imagines of her naked beauty. He could still feel her dainty touch teasing his flesh as her fingers danced their way to his stiffening cock. He remembered the softness of her lips as they gently met his own; a softness that was rivaled only by the feel of her skin.
With his eyes still tightly shut, he swore he could still breathe in her essence and taste her womanhood. He imagined those short, curly black hairs tickling his face as his tongue delved into those heavenly gates. He could hear her cries of ecstasy as she dug her nails into his back and pulled him to her breasts, holding him tightly inside of her until they were both physically and emotionally spent.



***
There is nothing like the dawning of a new day in the Caribbean. Beautifully colored tropical birds sang with appreciation as the sun rose from the depths of the sea. Gulls called the cadence for sweat burdened brows of working men toiling in paradise.
Since the captain didn't spend the night with her, Asha figured she'd find him in bed with his new whore. She was surprised to see the pretty Spaniard sleeping alone. "Wake up," she yelled. "The captain said you're to be my helper so get dressed and come out to the kitchen."
It took a minute for the Marquesa to get herself oriented. She cried most of the night thinking captain Hawkins would come in and rape her at some point but it never happened. It must have been around two or three in the morning before she finally fell asleep. Her eyes were still red and puffy and her nose was stuffed up from the crying.
She staggered out of bed still dress in the only remnant left of her former life. Between her intervals of blubbering through the night, she had come to a rationalization; as terrible as it was, she had two choices, submit or die. She was too young to die so she would submit with the hope that she would be rescued one day.
She checked the wardrobe closet and found her new attire. They were little more than rags and they certainly wouldn't cover enough to be worthy of a respectable woman. Again, her choices were extremely limited. She looked back to make sure the door was closed, then with a red face, got undressed. She went through what there was and picked a tattered dress that must have been worn by a commoner larger than herself. It drew a chuckle from the captain who was sitting at the table when she entered the kitchen.
"Sleep well?"
"Not really," she replied. He didn't look like such a bad man sitting there. She had to try one more time. "I...please--you have to let me go. They...they say you're a fair man. Is it fair that you hold me here against my will? Is it fair that you deprive me of my husband? Is it f..."
"Enough," he said, angrily hitting the table with the side of his fist. "Had you not screamed when you did we would have never known you were even aboard. It is fate that you are here and it is your fate that you will remain on this island with me. Now let that be the end of it," he said, scowling at her. "Asha will show you what chores she wants done and I don't expect any trouble from you. Remember where you'd be right now if it wasn't for me."
Defiantly, she stared at her captor with hate and maybe a little fear. "I would have been better off," she sneered at him.
He remained stoic but the words hit him like a dagger in the heart. She did not hide her hatred as he looked at her. In part it was that passion that drew her to him, that and her undisputable beauty. If only he can somehow turn that hate into love... The pain behind his expression was imperceptible. He was at a loss for words and figured it was better to extricate himself before saying something stupid. "I have work to do," he snapped as he rose from the table. He heard her start crying again as he left the room.
Asha was not without empathy. She also missed her man. The last she saw of her brave husband he was valiantly fighting against overwhelming odds to save her. She had no idea if he survived or was possibly taken as a slave by one of the other ships.
She sat down opposite the pretty Spaniard who still hadn't stopped crying. "Please, don't judge him too harshly, he's not a bad man, you know."
The Marquesa lifted her head and looked at the dark skinned woman. "How can you say that? He is holding me prisoner. I am a married woman and he expects me to be his whore, his slave."
"You are the spoils of war. He could have just executed you or given you to his men to pass around."
"War; what war?"
Asha looked at her with surprise. "Are you not aware that Spain is at war with England?"
"Oh, of course I know that, but what has he to do with England? He's a pirate!"
"Yes, he's a pirate but still very loyal to King Charles. He sends half of everything he captures, back to his homeland; some goes directly to his son."
"His son; he has a son?"
"Yes. I don't know the whole story but he was married and very much in love at one time. He was serving in her majesty's navy and at sea when she got the Black Death. By the time he got back she was dead."
"Then why is he not back in England with his son?"
"The boy was very young and couldn't understand why his father was away and didn't save his mother. He denounced the captain, said he hated him. Jack, the captain's first mate was there. He said it ripped Sir Guy's soul right out of his chest."
"Sir Guy? Who is Sir Guy?"
"That's the captain's real name. He was knighted by the king. I guess he just couldn't take losing his son and his wife together like that. He left England and came here to the islands."
"And his son is still in England?"
"Yes, he's being raised by his mother's sister. The captain gets a letter from them sometimes. Their last one said, now that the boy is older he understands his dad couldn't have saved his mother. He wants his dad to come back but he no longer can go back. He would most likely be hanged for piracy.
"So—he stays a pirate. Most of the time, he goes after merchant ships of any origin, except English of course; but when he sees Spanish colors flying atop a mast, he still fights for king and country."
His story didn't move her. "I don't care. I don't care how much of a patriot he is, I want to go to my husband."
Asha sighed. "If you were from any other country I'm sure he would accommodate you but the way he sees it, that would be aiding the enemy. He considers you a prisoner of war and his property to do with as he pleases, just as if he'd won you in battle. He also likes you. I can see it in his eyes. I don't think he's going to give you up."
She could see the woman was about to break out in tears again. "You've got to stop that. It won't do you any good anyway. Now, take some breakfast for yourself but don't be long...what is your name, anyhow?"
"Ma...Camila," she answered.
"Okay, Camila; hurry up and eat, we have work to do."
Sir Guy was back in his sanctuary. He had been awake all night while his head and his heart where locked in battle. Pirate logic told him there was only one way to go; send word that they had captured the Marquesa and was holding her for ransom. It was very dangerous but he could pull it off if he really wanted to. The problem was that he felt he'd be ransoming part of his soul. Damn, he cursed himself. Why, after all these years, why did his heart suddenly open to the charms of a woman again...and why the enemy...someone who hated him?
That was another problem, how could he exchange her hate for love and not break her fiery passion in the process. Give her some time, possibly? Maybe after a few months she will no longer miss her husband. That would certainly free her up to love him. He had suffered the loss of one love, he couldn't bear the thought of losing another.
Maybe it was time to go back out to sea for a while. He could order his ship, the Devil's Mist, be prepared to set sail. A small smile stretched across his face. The more he thought of it the more he felt it was a good idea. Being separated from the wench would also give him time to think more clearly, as for his men, the sea was their home not the island; they would be raring to go. He set out in search of his first mate.
"Jack!"
"Yes, captain."
"I think it's time we set sail, what do you think?"
A big smile stretched across Jack's scarred face. "I think that's a great idea, captain. The men are getting restless. Raiding that galleon yesterday was just enough to wet their whistle for action."
That was music to his ears. "Good; get the men together and load up the Devil's Mist with a month's worth of rations. We leave at high tide."
"YES, SIR," he enthusiastically replied.
Sir Guy felt much better on his way back to his castle. If nothing else she would be out of his sight.
Camila was relieved when he announced they would be departing that evening at high tide. At least she didn't have to worry about him raping her—not yet anyway. It still didn't give her anymore hope for getting off the island though.
She heard him tell Asha they would be gone a month, maybe longer. By that time her husband would surely know she was missing. Maybe they would come to rescue her before the pirates got back. It at least gave her hope.
All day long the captain helped his men as they paraded back and forth to the hidden, Pirate's Cove, home of the Devil's Mist. Fresh fruit was loaded along with hardtack, spices, salted beef, vegetables, nets for fishing, and plenty of ale.
It was almost sundown by the time everything was loaded; just enough time for the men to go to their homes for dinner and to fuck their women one last time for a while.
The sea was a dangerous place. The captain would have given anything to make love to his Spanish beauty before he left but he knew it would just inflame her hatred toward him and he didn't want to leave with that on his mind—so, he settled for his old standby Asha, instead.
As a loyal subject of his majesty's, the scrupulous Englishman cut a smart looking figure as he stood atop the quarterdeck with his bullhorn. His full hundred and eighty man crew took to their posts, readying to get underway as they heard the first command. "Lay aloft and loose all sails."
The gathering onlookers from shore watched as the men scampered up the ship's rigging and untied the sails. Large sheets of white canvas were lowered on the three towering masts with the next order, "Lower topsails!"
The men could feel the frigate's deck under their feet anxiously straining to get underway.
"Starboard fore braces," the captain called; "Port main and mizzen braces. Brace up fore and aft."
He smiled at the rumbling sounds of the braces racing through the blocks. "Weigh anchor," called the captain and immediately men jumped to the winch while others helped with anchor irons. Soon the enormous mass of iron crested the water's surface, freeing the proud lady from her moorings. "Hoist outer jib," was called and giant sheets of canvas rustled and billowed as they filled with the breath of Eurus. "Haul out the spanker!"
With Jack at the helm the craft was deftly navigated through the narrow straights of the hidden cove and into open water.
"Full canvas," was ordered and you could almost see the hull of the majestic ship bursting with pride as the rest of her sails swelled with tropical winds. A pale yellow moon lay dead ahead.
With mixed emotions, the men waved to the ones they left behind; among them were Asha and her new Spanish friend. Strangely, even with the hate she had in her soul, Camila found herself wishing the bastard a safe return as she watched him disappear into the night.
***
As the days and nights passed, the Marquis'' grew increasingly more worried. Every day he spent hours on the shore, looking through his spyglass for the San Cristabol. She was more than a week past due when he spotted a ship on the horizon flying a Spanish flag. It didn't look like the San Cristabol but he thought maybe they had trouble and his wife was put aboard the next ship leaving, which appeared to be the one that would soon be entering the harbor. His heart started to pound with terrified anticipation. She had to be on that ship, he prayed, she just had to be.
He ran back to the fort and joined the revelry of the building crowd. On the ship would be letters from loved ones back home as well as some loved ones themselves. As he ran down to the water's edge he found Juan with a long boat and crew.
"I knew you'd want to get out and greet her as soon as she was in sight, Diego."
"Juan, what would I ever do without you?" he acclaimed.
The Marquis' jumped in the boat as Juan and some others ran it out to deeper water before jumping in themselves. In unison, eight oars reached over the sides and pulled the small vessel closer to his prayers, one stroke at a time.
As they got closer they passed the first two boats departing the ship. Juan noticed the worried look of his friend deepened when he saw the Marquesa wasn't on either one of them. Her status as royalty would have dictated she be one of the first to disembark.
As the smaller boat came along side its big brother, the Marquis' scurried up Jacob's ladder to the top deck and found the captain.
"Captain, captain, I am the Marquis' Aritza. Is the Marquesa aboard?"
The captain was a busy man. They had a ship full of supplies to unload but the man's title and the worry in his voice made him stop and talk. "No, Marquis' Aritza, she set sail on the San Cristabol. They left several days before us. It has not arrived yet?"
Juan laid his hand on his friend's shoulder as the Marquis' bowed his head. "No, there has been no sign of it."
"A few days after leaving port we sighted a terrible storm southwest of our position. It was too far away to give us a problem but it's possible the San Cristabol got caught up in it and was blown off course. She may of had to take refuge in one of the islands."
If the captain was trying to comfort him he wasn't doing a very good job. Terror shot through his soul as he thought of the possible consequences of what the captain said. "Some of those islands are riddled with pirates," he told Juan. "We...we have to get a search party together. We have to go look for her." He looked back to the captain. "Can you help us?"
"I'm sorry but I cannot, Marquis'. I stay as far away from those islands as I can. Besides, my orders are to get back to Spain as soon as we can. They come directly from the king. My ship is to be fitted with more cannons and sent to war upon my return.
"Diego, we have ships and men right here in St. Augustine who will join the search for your wife. Don't worry," Juan told him, "we'll find her and bring her home. Even if the pirates have her they wouldn't dare harm a Marquesa. She's worth too much in exchange for ransom. I'm sure she's fine."
Diego wasn't convinced but he had to force himself to believe his friend; either that or die of a broken heart.
It took three days for Diego and Juan to launch a search party together. Once they were an hour out of port and could no longer be seen from the shore they lowered the Spanish colors. They were a crew of eighty on small boat with few cannons. They would be no match for any group of pirates they encountered so it didn't make sense to antagonize anyone.
Their plan was to hit various ports and see if they could gather any information on what might have happened to the San Cristabol or the Marquesa.
***
The quiet coolness of the night abdicated to the rising golden sun. The stillness of the heavy fog was just starting to lift as the bow of the Devil's Mist cut through the aqua waters. The ship had been out for better than two weeks and had just spotted their third quarry, a German merchant returning home from the Virginias in the new world. It would be loaded with tobacco, rum, clothes, and precious stones.
"Ahoy, sail ho," the spotter yelled down from the crow's nest. "Tell the captain we have a German merchant off the port stern."
He got a wave from one of the men who immediately headed for the captain's quarters to inform him. Captain Hawkins climbed the stairs to the top of the stern and looked through his telescope. A smile crossed his face as he considered the weighted down vessel easy pickings. Oh they'll raise every sail they have in an attempt to run but they were no match for the Devil's Mist, even if they started dumping some of their cargo.
"Raise friendly colors," he shouted. "Let's see how close we can get before they start throwing everything overboard."
A couple of the men looked through the multitude of captured flags and raised one they found of Portuguese origin. Rather than head directly toward their target they set a course that pulled them closer while appearing to maintain a parallel route. It almost worked too, but someone on board the other ship was obviously paying attention. Suddenly they changed course.
"Full canvas, men," barked the captain. All hands immediately went into action raising every sail they had. "Jack," he called to his first mate who was on the helm. "Aim our bow directly at them; let's take her quickly."
"Aye, aye, Captain," he responded while spinning the wheel hard to the left.
The Devil's Mist, a former French slave ship, was built for speed and took no time to close the gap between the two ships.
"Open all gun ports and ready artillery," hollered Sir Guy. "Let'em see what they're up against, and hoist the jolly roger; might as well put the fear of the Gods in them." He picked up his megaphone. "Ah-hoy there, Acheron! This is captain Hawkins of the Devil's Mist, heave to and prepare to be boarded," he announced. "Lay down your arms and you will not be hurt."
The German captain had only one decision to make, fight or surrender. He had not only his own life to think of but those of his men as well. The pirate's vessel was faster, carried more men, and had three times the number of guns. "Lay down your arms, men. It would be folly to fight."
Captain Hawkins breathed a sigh of relief when he saw them lay their weapons in the center of the boat then back away. He took no pleasure in killing those with whom he was not at war. He would have given them no such mercy if they had flown Spanish colors but he had no beef with the Germans.
As the two ships came side by side Sir Guy called out to lower the sheets and prepare to board the Acheron. While the German crew stood helplessly by, the pirates threw grappling hooks over the gunwale of the merchant craft and drew it in close. When he and his men climbed aboard, captain Hawkins assured the Germans they would not be harmed and that he would leave them with enough rations to make it home, then ordered his men to start loading their bounty onto the Devil's Mist.
They had only about half of what they intended to take when off in the distance they heard cannon fire. The volley fell short of the pirate ship but it was still too close for comfort. "Where the hell did that come from?" hollered the captain.
"SAIL HO! There, Sir, off the starboard bow," yelled the lookout from the crow's nest.
Captain Hawkins watched in horror as the massive English man of war slowly materialized from the rolling fog. He looked up at the top of his main mast. "Shit, we're still flying the jolly roger," he whispered to himself. "Leave everything else, men, everybody aboard the Mist," he commanded.
When the pirates turned their backs to scurry aboard their own vessel, the Germans rushed for their weapons. Shots rang out and sabers clanked together as several of the captain's men were injured. The man of war was getting closer and now the pirates had to fight their way off the merchant craft.
The smell of gun powder permeated the air as the pirates that remained on board their own ship fired into the Germans. With several of their men dead or wounded, the Germans fell back giving the captain and his men time to make a hasty retreat.
As usual, the captain was the last man to withdraw. Just as he reached his ship one last shot rang out from the Germans and a steal ball tore through the flesh of the captain's back. Immediately he fell to the deck, rolling in pain. The last thing he remembered before blacking out was looking through the gun-smoke at the Jolly Roger flying overhead.
There was no time for revenge. The pirates cut the Devil's Mist free of the German ship as Jack took over in the captain's absence, barking out orders.
"Full canvas; come about, hard left rudder as soon as we're clear of the merchant." Putting the merchant vessel between them and the man of war would give them a little cushion.



By the time they were on their way, some of the men had carried the captain to his cabin. They were already putting more ocean between themselves and the man of war when Jack found the time to check on his friend.
"How is he?" he asked one of the crewmen.
"Not good, sir. We need to get him home. Maybe Asha can doctor him there."
"The course is already set," Jack replied. "But we have to go past Tortuga first." Tortuga was almost mythical for its reputation. There were more pirates on that one island than in all the rest of the Caribbean. Even an English man of war would have to think twice before entering its waters. "I figure that should discourage our friends from following us into port," he explained.
For the rest of the day, all night, and into the next morning the Devil's Mist sailed at full mast. Captain Hawkins drifted in and out of consciousness during the entire trip. Only two weeks and four days after setting sail the Devil's Mist was sighted as she emerged from behind one of the smaller islands surrounding St. Thomas.
The town's people were anxious. They knew Captain Hawkins wasn't due to return for a month or more. Seeing him back so soon could only mean trouble. Not knowing what to expect, some of the able body men rushed to Pirate's cove to wait. From shore they saw several wounded men being lowered to the long boats. They were horrified to see one of them was the captain.
The Marquesa was on her knees scrubbing the floor for what was now the fourth time in her life when Asha rushed past her. "What's the matter? What's wrong?"
"I don't know but there's a disturbance in town," she said, looking down from the courtyard of the castle. "Something's definitely wrong. Everyone's running for the cove," she anxiously added. "Forget that, come with me."
Both women hurried down the stone steps that led into town. Asha gasped in horror when she saw the men carrying their captain. Even the Marquesa was stunned to see him so close to death.
On board, the only excuse they had for a doctor tried to stop the bleeding but the wound had opened again from moving him and there was blood dripping in the sand as they carried him.
The Marquesa followed as Asha led the way and had the men lay Sir Guy face down in his bed. This wouldn't be the first time Asha had to patch him up but she'd never seen anything this bad. He was stripped to the waist and she could see from the absence of an exit wound that the ball was still inside his body; she would have to try and remove it without killing him.
The men who carried him in, stepped to the side but didn't want to leave the room.
"Camila, get me some rum from his sanctuary. Then get me the longest, thinnest knife you can find."
The Marquesa ran immediately into the captain's sanctuary and returned with the rum. "Where will I find such a knife?" she asked, frantically. She didn't like the man but at that moment her heart pounded with concern. It wasn't hard to see he was clinging to life by a thin thread and she didn't really want to see him die.
Asha had to think before answering her question. "Where...? Over there," she said, pointing to the corner of the room. "In his chest there is a jeweled handle dagger that he took from a Russian nobleman; get it."
Jack rushed into the room as Asha was pouring rum over the blade of the dagger. Now acting captain, he made sure all the injured were off the ship and in safe hands before embarking himself. He learned that from Sir Guy. "Is he going make it?"
"I don't know," responded Asha. "Come here and hold him down for me. He's unconscious right now but I can't take a chance of him waking up and moving while I'm trying to get the ball out of him."
"Give me a hand," he told one of the other men who had stayed behind. They forced the Marquesa to move out of the way while they both took their place on the bed where they could keep a good hold.
"John," Asha yelled at the other man who had helped carry their captain. "Make a fire and lay the end of your cutlass in it."
He didn't question her orders. The man hurried out to the courtyard and built a fire then did as he was told.
Camila secretly prayed while Asha slowly inserted the thin knife into the gaping hole. Carefully, she felt around until she felt the steel ball with the tip of the blade. She couldn't afford to let her fear make her unsteady as she cautiously worked the deadly slug up and out. A good deal of blood, meat, and a small fragment of bone came with it.
Camila felt like vomiting but another directive from Asha forced her to stay in control.
"Camila, in the desk drawer in my room are some bandages. Go get them. Bring as many as you can find."
The Marquesa was on her way before Asha even finished speaking. She found what she was looking for and rushed back.
Asha grabbed the bandages from her hand. "Now go get John and tell him to bring me the sword."
Jack took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. He knew what was coming. He looked at his captain's faithful housekeeper and part time whore. Sweat was dripping from her forehead. Sir Guy's blood took on a dark tone against the black skin of her hands. There was so much fear behind her brown eyes he could almost feel it from where he sat.
Asha used the bandages and more rum to clean the wound as good as she could.
John entered the room with his sword. The steel tip glowed red with an intense heat. Asha looked at Jack with tears in her eyes. "Hold him good," she said. Jack just nodded.
Camila had no idea what was going on until Asha took the sword and brought the tip near the bleeding wound. "What are you doing?" she screamed.
"He's already lost too much blood," Asha said with a shaky voice. "I need to cauterize it or he will surely die."
"No, you can't." Camila started for her but John grabbed the angry Marquesa.
"She knows what she's doing," he said.
Everyone watched in horror as Asha lowered the flat side of the red-hot blade to his skin. The captain awoke from the excruciating pain and screamed in agony as the sickening smell of burning flesh filled the air. Jack held on to him so he wouldn't rip the skin open. After a minute the captain passed out again. Camila and Asha weren't the only ones with tears in their eyes.
"What are his chances," Jack asked.
"I don't know," she replied. "I've done all I can do, now it's up to him."
"Let me know if there's anything I can do. We're going to be on watch for the next few days. We had a man of war on our tail out there. I think we lost them around Tortuga but I don't want to take any chances so I'm going to ready all the cannons and post guards day and night."
***
The sea was a blanket of turquois blues and greens as the sun slowly slipped beneath the calming waters. The heavy heart watching the end of another day from the teetering deck belonged to the Marquis' Aritza. A kaleidoscope of colors sparkled from the sun through the tears in his eyes.
They had lowered anchor in various ports up and down the coast as well as some of the small out islands in search of his Marquesa. They stopped in every tavern they saw, asking questions and offering a reward for any information on either her or the ship but were no closer to finding her than when they left.
The ship and crew had been put together quickly and with only one thought, launching the search. As an incentive to sign up, the Marquis' offered a bonus if they found the Marquesa on top of paying above average wages. He realized now, that was a mistake. The men that signed on were not the kind of loyal subjects he'd like to have on such a quest. They were getting weary and more nervous about pirates. He wanted to go further into the Caribbean but he was afraid they'd mutiny and he really couldn't blame them. The small, lightly armored vessel was no match for a pirate ship.
The Marquis' heard footsteps approach and looked over at his friend. "She's out there, Juan. I know it. I can feel it. She's out there somewhere."
"I don't doubt it, my friend." He shuffled around a little like he was gathering the courage to say something. "Diego, the men are getting restless. They fear that all our inquiries about the Marquesa and the talk of rewards might have piqued the interest of some bad men...pirates. They want to go home."
"Damn it, Juan, we can't go home until we find her, I won't."
"Sir, we've had no contact with the fort. She might even be there waiting for you."
"You don't believe that any more than I do," he returned. The Marquis' leaned down and rubbed his forehead. The worry and stress was taking its toll. He felt weak, had had a massive headache for the last week, and didn't know if he could go on anyway.
"Sir, we need to return to port. If she is not there we can get more men and take the Santiago out to resume the search. In some of the ports we visited there was talk of Captain Hawkins sailing these waters, Sir. He is English. If we run across him with such inferior fire power we will be doomed and he'll give us no quarter."
The Marquis' had also heard the talk. His friend was right. They wouldn't stand a chance in the vessel they were in. "Okay," he said with a despondent sigh. "Tell the helmsman to set a course for home."
"Yes, sir...and don't worry, Sir," Juan said, trying to cheer up his friend. "We'll find her, I promise you. We will not quit until we find her."
The Marquis' just nodded. "I'll be in my cabin if you need me."
"Yes, sir."
The Marquis' Diego Aritza went back to his cabin to lie down. Even though he knew the chances were nil he clung to the hope that Juan was right, maybe she'd be in Saint Augustine waiting for him. There were only two other alternatives and both were equally terrifying; either the ship went down with her on it, or she was captured by pirates. He couldn't bear to even consider either. He buried his head among some linens, he couldn't afford to let his men hear his sobs.
***
"Asha, Asha, he's burning up," screamed a frightened Marquesa. She was helping to care for Captain Hawkins and had slept in the same bed with him in case any problems arose during the night. His body felt extremely hot to the touch when she woke up next to him.
It had been less than twenty-four hours since Asha removed the ball from his back. He had been drifting in and out of consciousness but had never completely come to. Now he had a high fever. That wasn't good. They'd been having a hard time getting water in him and a fever could easily dehydrate him, causing further complications.
"Help me get the rest of his clothes off," Asha ordered.
Camila raised his hips slightly while Asha pulled his pants off.
"Okay, sit down here," Asha told her protégée, "Now, we're slowly going to turn him so you can cradle him in your arms. Don't let him put any weight on the wound."
The Marquesa blushed as they turned his naked body and exposed his flaccid cock.
"Okay, wait here," barked Asha. "Remember, keep his weight off that wound. I'll be back in a few minutes." With that she rushed out into the courtyard and looked for a member of his crew. "Simon," she yelled down. "Tell Jack I need cool water from the spring in the hills. I need as much as he can get and I need it now. It's for the captain."
"Yes, ma'am," he replied before taking off at a dead run.
Back in the room, Camila had her eyes closed and was unconsciously rocking the lawless pirate in her arms when she felt a touch to the side of her cheek. Her eyes snapped open as she looked down into his ruggedly handsome, smiling face. He gently stroked her smooth skin.
"I...I must be dead," he said in barely a whisper. "I know I'm looking at the face of an angel."
"Shhhhh," she said while still rocking his broken body. "Save your strength," she said with a smile.
A few minutes later, Asha came in with a bucket of cool water and saw his eyes open. "He's awake?"
Camila hadn't lost her smile. "Yes, but I think he's delirious," she chuckled.
Asha went over and sat on the bed next to them. She doused a rag in the cool spring water and started to wipe down his body, starting with his forehead. He closed his eyes and sighed with relief.
"Oh yeah, that feels good," he told them.
Asha continued to bath him in hopes of bringing the fever down. When she was done he grunted while they both turned him back over onto his stomach. "Here," she told the Marquesa. "Soak these rags in the cold water then lay them across his back and all the way down to his feet."
The captain closed his eyes and sighed to the pleasant touch of each cool rag as she gently laid them one by one, covering his body. She barely heard him when he tried to talk.
"Ge...get me As...Asha. I ne...need to talk to her...pri," he took a couple of deep breaths, "privately."
"Can't it wait? You need your strength."
"Now," he commanded in a little stronger voice.
Camila scurried into the cooking area and relayed the captain's wishes. Asha wasted no time in hurrying to his side. "Yes, captain?"
"A..." he took another deep breath. "Asha, if I die I want Jack to make sure she gets back to her husband."
"You're not going to die," she responded with anger in her voice. "I won't allow it. Now belay this nonsense and rest. You haven't had anything to eat for days. You need food. I am cooking it now so don't bother me again unless it's important," she scolded.
She returned to the cooking area to find Camila checking on the food. "I'll take care of that. Go down into the village and find Jack. Tell him the captain is awake. Tell him I want to see him. Hurry, girl; go now."
Camila trotted down the castle stairs and ran along the sandy path that led to the village. She didn't know where Jack resided but got directions from the first person she asked. Fifteen minutes after being sent out, Camila returned with Jack in tow.
Asha took him aside and talked quietly so Camila couldn't hear them. They mumbled back and forth for a few minutes then Jack left for the captain's bedchamber and closed the door.
"Asha tells me you're finally awake. It's about time."
The captain was slipping off to sleep again when Jack's blustery voice shocked him back to reality. He chuckled, "And ahoy to you too, me hearty. Did Asha tell you of my order?"
"Order; you don't look like you're in any shape to give orders. When are you going to get your lazy ass out of that bed?"
There was only one man in the world who would dare talk to him like that, even in the condition he was in. Still...it did nothing for the captain's temperament. "Listen to me, I'm still your captain and..."
"My captain would not be lying around when his men need him. There is still a man of war out there somewhere."
The man of war was not Sir Guy's immediate concern. He was worried about the Marquesa. "Did...did Asha tell you about the wench?" he asked in a strained voice. "I mean it, Jack. If anything happens to me I want you to make sure she gets back to her husband."
Jack sighed. Asha told him about his wish but didn't think it was good for him to be contemplating death at all. Jack was supposed to rid him of any such thoughts.
"Listen to me you son-of-a-bitch, you're not going to die. If you do I'll take the wench for myself and to hell with her husband."
That made him mad. Sir Guy lifted himself up on his good side and looked angrily at his first mate. "Avast!" he exclaimed. "Scupper that kind of talk. You'll do what the hell I tell you to do, damn it."
Jack had to struggle to keep a smile from his face. This was the first sign of his warrior friend that he'd seen in days. "We'll see," he retorted before leaving the room. He gave Asha a wink on the way out of the fortress.
The rest of the day both Camila and Asha busied themselves with caring for the captain. They made sure he got plenty of food, broth, and water, even though he called for ale on several occasions. The fever was going down and they could see him starting to regain some strength. Still—it was early evening before Asha felt he was actually out of the woods.
The next morning Camila awoke surrounded by an empty bed. She looked around but he was not in the room. She looked in the kitchen then wandered around a bit before going outside. He stood next to one of the cannons along the courtyard wall looking out to the horizon as the dawning sun peeked out from behind the waves. There was no mistaking the fresh, angry looking burn on his back as she approached. "Well, it looks like you're feeling better."
He chuckled. "Yeah, between Asha and Jack they angered me so bad I decided I'd been in bed long enough." He turned to face her. "You're not an angel after-all, are you." He started to raise his right hand but the soreness was still intense. Her heart went out to him as he winced with pain. He relaxed his right arm and reached with his left. She stiffened as he ever so lovingly stroked the side of her cheek with the back of his fingers. His eyes bore right through her as she returned his gaze.
"Captain, I...I wish you wouldn't do that. Have you forgotten? I am a married woman."
He smiled. Just hours ago he was willing to send her home, but that was when he thought he might die. Now that he was feeling stronger he wanted her for himself again. She was simply too beautiful to let go. In time she would learn to love him or at least...well, she hadn't kicked him in the nuts lately.
"Have you forgotten where you are?" he replied. "We're pirates, remember? Privateers, we take what we want and blow the man down that's stands in our way. That which we don't want we throw into the sea; and you're much too lovely to throw into the sea."
He could see her anger returning; although, maybe not quite as strongly. Her eyes seemed to lack the penetrating hatred they once showed. Slowly he lowered his head to hers and touched her full lips with his own. When she didn't protest he wrapped his left arm around her waist and pulled her in for a passionate kiss. He felt her kissing back but when their lips broke apart she had tears in her eyes. She lowered her head and ran inside.
The Marquesa returned to her bed chamber, threw herself on the bed and cried. She felt so low, so self-loathing, so damn guilty. How could she have kissed him like that? Why had her heart softened for a brute with no scruples or morals? He was a tyrant and she had a faithful husband awaiting her in the new world. To yield to the captain's superior strength was one thing but to give herself willingly...
She lifted her head and looked through watery eyes at his shadowy figure standing in the doorway. Her heart beat with dreaded excitement as he stepped into the light.
"Do you want me to go?"
She was so confused. She didn't want him to go; she wanted him to stay. Where did these feelings come from? They were so wrong. She loved her husband very much, yet she was developing feelings for another man, strong feelings. "I...I don't know what I want," she replied.
He walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. Again, with his left he reached over and gently dried the tears from her face. "I want you, Camila. I don't mean simply your presence or even just your body; I can take that any time I wish. I..."
"Why haven't you?" she asked, cutting him off.
"Why haven't I what?"
"Why haven't you taken my body? You said you would do as much the first night I was here, yet aside from ripping my dress that one time, you've made no other advances. Why did you not force yourself upon me before setting sail last time?"
"Because I didn't want to leave knowing you hated me for what I'd done. I want your heart, Camila, I want your love. Do you think you could ever freely give that to me?"
Camila needed time to sort through the confusion. Hate, love, loneliness, pride, guilt, right from wrong; her emotions were as unstable as the shifting sands.



Sir Guy could see the uncertainty.
"I...I just don't know," she wept. "I love my husband but...but..."
"But?" he repeated, hoping for an opening.
"I...I don't hate you," she said.
Not what he was looking for but again, better than a kick in the nuts. "I will leave you be, let you get some rest. Be assured I will not come to your bed chamber uninvited. I will give you time to settle what feelings lay in your heart," he told her before leaving.
By the time he got down to the beach, the sky was a blaze with the fire of a new sun. He needed to start the healing process. As it stood, his whole right arm was useless to him. The sand was still cool from the night as he sat down and struggled to remove his boots with only one hand.
Camila watched from the ramparts as he charged the morning tide and plunged head first into the salty therapeutic waters. She scampered to the spyglass at the top of the stone tower for a better look. She could see the agony in his face as the warm brine washed over his freshly burned flesh. She found herself wondering if the Marquis' would be so brave.
After a short time he was joined by his friend. "That's more like it," Jack called out from the shore line.
Sir Guy came closer so they could talk.
"How's the arm?"
"Sore--very sore. What happened to the man of war? We didn't fire on her did we?"
"Of course not; I would never fire on one of her majesty's ships. No, we simply outran her."
"Good," the captain replied with relief. "We need to Careen the Devil's Mist and get her handsome in case we run into trouble again the next time out."
"Yes, sir." It was so good to see his captain calling the shots again. "Let me know when you're ready and I will help you get that arm back in shape," he said before leaving to relay the captain's orders to the crew.
Over the following days, Camila watched as the captain worked through excruciating pain to regain use of his right arm. She couldn't help but admire his resolve.
She and the Marquis' had been married for almost four years but war with the Dutch and the English had stolen their time together. She loved him very much and dreamed of the day when the wars would end and she would bear his children.
It seemed like a life-time ago that he told her of the new world, a world where they could finally raise a family together. It sounded like heaven but like all things worthwhile, it wasn't quite that easy; there was still trouble with the natives who lived there first. The Marquis' would take his fleet and help the conquistadors vanquish them before sending for her. Finally, after a year of worrying, she received word from her love. Arrangements had been made for her to join him in Saint Augustine. There they would live happily ever after.
Now as she and Asha watched the captain painfully strive for the ability to do battle again, she could not deny having feelings for him. He was most definitely a man of courage and determination; a man with his own moral code and the conviction to fight for what he believed in.
As soon as the ocean waters helped loosen some of the stiffness in his arm, the captain engaged his friend to help get him back into fighting shape. When he first tried to pick up a saber he couldn't even hold it. It would probably take months for him to get back to a hundred percent but after only days of practice he was already on his way to once again becoming the most feared swordsman in his King's service.
***
It took a while to collect a sizable crew and make ready the Santiago. She had to have several repairs, be heaved down for a thorough cleaning, and fitted with more cannons. The whole process took almost a month but for the Marquis' it was a life-time.
"We've started loading her with provisions," Juan told him. "We should be ready to set sail by tomorrow, sir."
The Marquis' was studying a map of the Caribbean islands. "Good. Black sails?" he asked without looking up.
"On board, sir."
He pointed at one of the islands. "We'll start here, at Cuba."
"Sir, Cuba has been under attack by the Dutch. I..."
"I don't care, Juan. Cuba is a Spanish settlement. Someone there may have word on the fate of the San Cristabol. If we have to fight the Dutch to get ashore then so be it," he barked. "I'll sink the whole damn Dutch navy if I have to."
"Yes, sir."
That night the Marquis' fought for sleep but it was a losing battle. His mind was a whirlwind of thoughts, hopes, and prayers. He ran through every possibility he could think of. Some of the islands were inhabited by countries hostile to Spain. It would be extremely dangerous sailing those waters but he could not let that stop him from finding his wife. At least now, with the Santiago under him, enemy ships they came across in their search would be bounty for his King.
In spite of a sleepless night, the Marquis' was energized with hope as he climbed aboard the ship. It was with the true belief that he would see Camila again, that he asked the captain for full canvas. After all the sails had been lowered the final order to brace around forward was given and they navigated toward the open sea.
On the third day they first saw land and was happy to see no Dutch ships in the Cuban waters. It was the largest Spanish settlement in the Caribbean and had two major shipping ports, Baracoa and Santiago de Cuba. Between them there were dozens of ships going back and forth to Spain and other ports of call. The Marquis' thought it was a good possibility that someone may know something of his bride but after more than a week, a visit to both ports was fruitless.
There next stop was Puerto Rico but again, no one knew anything of the San Cristabol or the Marquesa. The stopped at a few more friendly islands but it was always the same. The Marquis' was getting desperate. They'd been at sea for more than a month but was coming up dry. He thought long and hard about his next move.
There had been no sight of land for two days when Juan was summoned to the Marquis'' cabin. He was studying the same maps he had before as his friend entered. The Marquis' looked up and noticed a worried look on Juan's face.
"Is something wrong," he inquired.
"Well, sir, the men are getting a little nervous. We are getting dangerously close pirate waters again."
"Yes I know, Juan; take a seat. I've been calculating our route and I figure we are within half a day of sighting Saint Crox."
"Saint Crox, Sir; but it is a pirate strong hole. The entire island is swarming with them."
"Juan, I can't give up—I won't give up. I was hoping someone in our own Spanish seaports would have news of some kind but there's been nothing, not a word. The only other thing I can think of is to hit some of the Pirate inhabited islands. I know it's dangerous but I've worked out a plan."
As frightened as Juan was, he was not about to let his friend down. He scooted his chair closer to the table and reached up to steady the hanging lantern so he could see better.
"I don't want to be seen approaching the island, it's too dangerous so I want to furl the sails for now and just stay a drift until well after dark. Then we'll raise the black sails and go in under the cover of night. When we get close enough, I and a small landing party will take a launch to shore here," he said, pointing to a spot on the map showing a desolate part of the shoreline with lots of cover. "You stay on board and take the Santiago back out to sea. The..."
"Diego, no; I will lead the landing party. It is much too dangerous for you..."
"Juan," he angrily broke in. "Do you defy my orders?"
"No, sir, of course not, but..."
"Good," interjected the Marquis' again. "Then hear me out and I'll have no more outbursts. Now, as I was saying, you'll take the Santiago back out to sea so it is not spotted during the day. The men and I will hide the skiff and sneak into town to see what we can find out. You'll come back for us the next night. We'll take a lamp with us that we can light for a signal when we're ready."
"I don't like it, sir. I still think I should be the one to go."
"You don't have to like it, Juan, just carry out my orders." He looked at his friend. "Juan, I appreciate your loyalty but she's my wife. If there are risks involve in finding her then I will take them, it's only fair."
"Yes, sir," Juan replied dejectedly.
"Good," the Marquis' responded with a smile. "Spread the word, I want nine volunteers."
"Yes, sir; I'll have them ready for you."
Juan left to rejoin the crew. He yelled at the spotter in the crows next to warn him immediately of any sails he saw, then gave the order to furl the canvas.
Even though the Marquis'' plan was extremely risky, over twenty men volunteered to go with him. Juan picked the nine most capable. Since it would be their last opportunity for a while, the men went below to get some sleep. On the top deck the rest of the men nervously stayed ready as the spotter kept his vigil for enemy ships. With sails furled, they were sitting ducks.
As the Santiago helplessly drifted leeward, Juan heard the scared grumblings from some of the men and threatened to keelhaul any man who spoke against the Marquis'. The rumblings stopped.
It was almost midnight when the order was given to raise the black sails. The nine volunteers were awakened and told to put on their long clothes so they would better fit in with the locals. Tensions were high as land was sighted and the landing party set off for shore. It was almost dawn by the time they reached their destination and covered the launch with brush.
"Okay, men, we'll break up into two groups. Circulate through the town and stop in all the taverns. If someone's got their tongue wagging that's where it'll be. Don't take any chances and don't be asking too many questions. That will surely call attention to yourselves. Just listen for anything about the San Cristabol or about the Marquesa."
The men all agreed and split up. Not counting the danger involved, the assignment certainly had an element of fun. They would spend the day drinking ale and jumping from tavern to tavern. Some even engaged whores to probe for information while enjoying her wares.
It was late afternoon and the Marquis' was again losing hope when one of his men ran across a member of Captain Hawkins' crew. They went in search of the Marquis' and found him at a pirate infested tavern in the center of town.
"Sir," he said, careful not to address his superior by his nobility. That would be a dead give a way. "This is Blackie. He has some information I think you'll want to hear."
"Arr," the pirate addressed the men sitting at the table. It was easy to see the man was drunk as he took a seat. "Me matey here says ye are looking for a dark haired wench with black eyes and are willing to pay a ransom for information on where'd she be. Is that right?"
"Yes, Blackie, that's right," confirmed the Marquis' in hushed tones. "Have you seen her?"
"Aye," he answered. "We took her from a Spanish galleon before she sunk."
'Before it sunk,' those words gave him more comfort and relief than he'd experienced in a month. "The...then she's alive. Is she alright?"
"She be fine," he answered. "The captain took her for his personal wench."
A falling anchor couldn't have crushed the heart of the Marquis' more the words he'd just heard. He had no illusions of what it meant. This pirate captain would have his Marquesa enslaved as his exclusive whore. He fought desperately to keep his eyes from tearing up.
"You said the captain, what captain would that be?"
"Captain Hawkins," he boasted with slight slur. "I be with his crew."
The Marquis' looked at the faces of his men knowing none of them wanted to tangle with Captain Hawkins. If he was going to rescue his wife it was going to take strategy.
He studied his new found friend sitting across the table from him and wondered how loyal he was to his captain; after all, he was a pirate. They had a reputation for betraying their own mother if there was enough money in it. So far all the pirate had done was give information that the Marquesa was alive. It was true he did it for money but the Marquis' was sure the pirate hadn't thought of it as betraying his captain...so would he for the right price?
He didn't know how many others in the tavern might also belong to Hawkins. He wanted to make the pirate an offer but he couldn't do it there. He had to get him someplace secluded. That way if he turned the offer down they could kill him.
"My friend, you've just made yourself fifty pieces of eight." He watched as the pirate smiled broadly. "I also have a way you can make more, a lot more, but I can't tell you in here, too many ears. Are you interested?"
"Arr, what we be talking about; how much more?"
"I can't talk about it here but it will be well worth your time and you won't have to share it with anyone," he said, testing the man's greed.
The pirate looked at the men surrounding the table, trying to decide whether to trust them or kill and rob them. Through his fogged, ale muddled brain he decided to see what kind of offer they were making. "Come with me," he demanded, and walked outside to the edge of town with the Marquis' and his men right behind.
"First, me fifty pieces of eight," he said, stopping and turning around with his hand out.
The Marquis' took the money from his pouch and counted it out in the informant's hand.
"Okay, now," he said after putting his money away, "what be this other offer?"
"I want the woman," he told the pirate. "I want her and I'm willing to pay you to take me to her."
The idea was so ludicrous to the pirate all he could do was laugh.
"What's so funny," the Marquis' angrily questioned.
"He'd blow ye out of the water before ye had a chance to wave at her," he chortled. "Matey, he lives in a stone castle built on top of a mountain on Saint Thomas. It is armed on three sides with more cannon than ye can count.
"Even if ye somehow got your men ashore ye'd not only have to fight his crew but the town's people as well. He is kind to them and generous. They love him."
The Marquis' thought for a minute. "What about taking him at sea? We can lie in wait, hidden in his waters. We can capture him and hold him in trade for her."
Their new friend was finding this hysterical. "Have ye not heard of the Devil's Mist? The captain seized her four years ago. She was built for speed but the captain stripped her down and refitted her for himself. She's not only the fastest lady in the Caribbean but she'd send ye to Davy Jones locker before ye can say, 'fire in the hole.'"
"The...there must be some way. Do you think he'd ransom her to us?"
"I doubt it, matey. I saw him look at her. He wants her for his own. Why are ye so interested in the wench, anyway?"
"I want her for my own, that's all. There must be some way."
Even drunk, the pirate knew an opportunity when he saw one. This guy was obviously rich. "There is one way, but it'll cost ye a lot more than a thousand pieces of eight."
"How much?"
"A ship," he stated. "Me own ship, a galleon...and twenty thousand pieces of eight. Don't worry about a crew. I can crimp me own crew."
"A ship? That's ridiculous."
"Then I guess ye won't be seeing your fancy wench no more, will ye."
The captain's heart was pounding. He was so close but could he trust this, this...pirate? "How do I know what you say is true?"
"I guess ye don't, matey." They stared each other in the eye, each challenging the other to blink. It was the Marquis'.
"Okay, I'll get you your ship and the twenty thousand pieces of eight. How do I get her back?"
"Not so fast, matey. I need time to get me crew together and ye need time to get me ship. I'll meet ye in four weeks at Nassau Island. Bring me ship with ye."
"Four weeks—no, I'm not waiting four weeks."
"Then ye won't see her at all, matey." He turned and started back to town.
"Wait," the Marquis' called out, "okay. Where do we meet?"
The pirate smirked as he walked over and picked up a stick. He drew a rough map of Nassau Island in the sand. "There are only a few people living there and they be on the other end of the island so no one will bother us. There be a small cove with deep water here," he said, pointing to a spot on his makeshift map. "We will meet there in four weeks. When I see me ship and the twenty thousand pieces of eight I will tell ye how to take your wench. Oh, I would bring a sloop or ketch with ye, something small that can outrun the captain's frigate. And don't load her down with cannons. Once you've got your wench, speed will be ye friend more than firepower."
That meant they'd be in a small craft with no way to defend themselves. There were a million reasons not to trust him but there was one reason why he had to, it appeared to be the only chance he had to rescue the Marquesa. He reluctantly agreed and they split company.
The Marquis' and his men laid low until nightfall then made their way back to the small, open boat. They waited until they felt it was safe then lit the lantern and signaled the Santiago. Back on board the Marquis' told Juan of the agreement.
"Diego, that's suicide. How do you know you can trust this guy?"
"I don't, Juan, but what choice do I have. I will not leave my wife in the hands of a barbarian to hold in bondage and treat as his whore. I can't even imagine the atrocities she's already endured. I will lay down my life to save her."
***
As days turned into weeks, Camila could no longer reject the feelings in her heart. She was in love with him, that's all there was to it. Her life was now so drastically different. In Spain she lived a life of leisure with servants to cater to her whims. Now she was up before dawn collecting eggs and milking the goats. She scrubbed wooden floors made from the decks of captured ships and was learning to cook. She no longer dressed in the finest apparel but in garments little better than rags.
As time passed so did her hopes of ever going back to her former life...to her husband. She still loved him. He still held a very special place in her heart and always would, but she had a new life now—and with it, a new love. She just didn't see the sense in denying it any longer.
The night air lacked the tropical breeze that normally provided relief from the sweltering daytime sun. A luster of perspiration coated her naked body as she lay in her bed with thoughts of making love again. She wondered if she would find him with Asha and felt herself become jealous at the thought. Will he stop seeing her if I give him my love? Will she hate me for taking her place?
Those and more questions lingered as she got up and stood next to the open window, trying to catch a little draft. She leaned against the stone wall and looked out, into the blackness. "Oh Diego," she whispered to herself. "I'm so sorry but I fear we will never be reunited and I love him."
She took a breath, closed her eyes, and exhaled with a sigh as if accepting the situation...and her new love. Without bothering to put anything on, she left her own room and entered his.
He was alone. For a few minutes she just stood next to his bed and gazed at his nakedness as he peacefully slept. His body wasn't all that much different than her Diego's. His chest and arms were strong, his waist small and lean. His flaccid cock lay to the side.
Tentatively she ever so lightly ran the tip of her finger from his chest down to his groin. She watched as a smile graced his face while he still slept. She lightly stroked his cock. Slowly his eyes opened and the small smile broadened to reach from ear to ear.
Silently he moved over to allow her room and beckoned her with a welcoming stretch of his hand. Camila lay down and nestled her head into the nook of his arm. He turned his face toward hers and caught her staring up at him. She stretched upward and kissed his lips. "Make love to me," she whispered.



It was if the wind had just filled his sails after years of dead calm. He pulled her in tighter and kissed her like he had wanted from the moment he moved her wet hair from in front of her face.
She felt him growing and getting hard as he rolled her over on her back and started working his kisses down her neck and to her breasts. Thunderbolts of lightening shot through her body. It had been so long since anyone had made her feel like a woman. He nipped and sucked on her nipples offering just a tiny bit of pain with the pleasure. She closed her eyes and moaned with the need to give herself to him.
She aligned her hips with his and pushed up against his stiff mast. He smiled at her impatience. He reached down and felt his way inside this passionate creature of boundless beauty. She threw her arms around his neck as she closed her eyes and arched her back, giving her man easier access. She felt him gracefully slide into her. "Oh yes," she cried out. "Take me."
It didn't take long before his strokes were driving her to incredible heights of bliss and she burst into her first orgasm within minutes. Her work tattered nails dug into his back as shockwaves of ecstasy shot through her soul.
His gentle kisses burned her skin with passion as he treasured the flesh beneath his lips. When he felt the walls of her honey pot relax he slowly withdrew then even slower, pushed himself deep inside.
Again and again he drove her to the peaks of frenzied pleasures before exploding in elation himself. His animal-like groans were only drowned out by the simultaneous screams of rapture as they both climaxed in a fiery zenith of sweat and amatory decadences of the flesh.
The new lovers lay beside each other gasping for air. Neither could express their feelings at that moment. She took ahold of his arm and leaned her head against his shoulder while they each struggled of a normal breath.
"Open your eyes," he finally requested.
She opened them and looked at him with a hedonistic grin still adorning her beautiful face. "Why," she asked.
"When I first saw you I lost myself in your eyes," he admitted. "They shine like beautiful black pearls and taunted me, called me deeper and deeper into the depths of your soul. I wanted to see if I found myself again."
Her smile got larger. "And did you?"
"No, I'm still lost in them—and I think I shall be lost in them for evermore."
He was a strange mix of English nobleman, proud soldier of his king and queen, and daring pirate...and now a romantic poet. In spite of the thread of lingering guilt still remaining in her heart, she was going to give herself to him...all of herself. Her soul burned with passion for this man.
With kisses lighter than a butterfly's wing she worked her way down his muscular body and to his waiting cock. Almost immediately it started coming to life as she used her tongue to tease and caress it. As it began to grow she took it in her mouth and used her lips to stroke the tightening skin. Within a couple of minutes his male member stood straight and proud, ready for more action.
The sweat from their bodies acted as a lubricant as she slithered back up to kiss his lips. In no time she was under him as he glided in and out from between her voluptuous thighs. The night air inhaled her cries of ecstasy as it did the heat from the sundrenched sands.
Camila's screams of euphoria were not missed by Asha who lay in tears on the other side of her master's wall. She knew it was only a matter of time and surrendered her own feelings for his happiness—she loved him that much.
***
It was the eve of the most important journey of his life. The Marquis' had to spend a good portion of his wealth in preparation of the following day but if it meant getting his wife back it would be well worth it. Between Juan and himself, they felt they had everything well planned. There would be three ships making the voyage, the pirate's ship, the Santiago, and the sloop.
The pirate ship he found was an old galleon that had been retired from one of the fleets that crossed the Atlantic to the new world a couple years prior. He had it fixed up but most of the work was superficial. It looked like it was in a lot better shape than it actually was. He wasn't even sure the cannons fired but they were polished up and looking smart.
The Santiago had been equipped with more cannons for the trip; just in case the pirates tried a double cross or they ran into more along the way. She was a formidable ship and hopefully just the sight of her would be enough to discourage either scenario. A small group of men from her crew were selected to sail Blackie's pirate ship to Nassau. Once they reached their destination they would take their rightful place back on the Santiago.
Diego had purchased a worthy sloop for the actual rescue. He had the sail plan restructured to make it as fast as possible and outfitted it with black sails. They would tow it behind the Santiago.
By the time they set sail, everyone knew of the Marquis' quest to save his wife and gathered on the shore to wish them well. It was an uneventful sail to Nassau. They found the cove and took the pirate ship in as close as they could while the Santiago stayed out a little further and took a strategic posture in case of a trap. Diego led a small landing party and met Blackie at the predestined location.
"Well, if it isn't me matey and right on time."
"Yeah, I'm not really interested in becoming your matey. There's your ship. The twenty thousand pieces of eight are on board. Now, how do I rescue the M...the wench?"
"Arr, not so fast there, matey; first, I will take some men and inspect me new ship, make sure ye not be trying to pull a fast one."
The Marquis' nervously waited on the island while the ship was being inspected. He was praying they didn't look too closely. He wasn't sure what he'd do if they came back and said the ship wasn't acceptable. As it was, the new pirate captain was disappointed with the ship but the treasure aboard sweetened the pot. On his return Blackie scolded the Marquis' for bringing him a ship in such poor condition but accepted it anyway. He and his men would have it in smart condition in no time, he said.
"Okay," Diego said, "now it's your turn. How do I rescue Camila?"
The pirate pulled out a large map and spread it out in the sand. "This be a map of Saint Thomas. The captain's castle is on the south side of the island, here," he said, pointing to its location. The main harbor and the town are down here. The rest of the island is all jungle and deserted. Right here, around this bend is an inlet where ye can anchor the sloop along the shore."
"How are we supposed to find our way through all that jungle?" the Marquis' asked.
"Arr," the pirate said with a grin. "There is a secret tunnel that goes through the hills and all the way to the castle."
"A secret tunnel, are you sure?"
"Aye, matey, I am sure. I am one of the men who helped dig it and one of the few men left who even know it's there. It is the captain's escape route in case he's ever attacked by such overwhelming odds he can't fight them off."
For the first time in months, Diego felt like he could breathe again. If Blackie was telling the truth, they'd be able to sneak in at night and take the captain completely by surprise. They'd be able to rescue the Marquesa and maybe even capture Hawkins, himself, or maybe just kill him and hang his head from the bowsprit of the Santiago. Either way was okay with him.
"How many men does he have in the castle?"
"Arr," he said again with an evil grin. "During the day there be men coming and going all the time but at night he be all alone with his wenches."
This was sounding better to Diego all the time but one thing bothered him. "Blackie, why are you doing this? Why are you betraying your captain? What did he do to you?"
Blackie squinted one eye and slowly turned his head in a way that showed he didn't like the questions very much but answered them anyway. "He never done nothing to me but he only keeps half of what we take. The rest he sends back to England. That might be okay for the rest but not for me, and not for me men."
"I see," responded the Marquis'. It sounded reasonable to him; Blackie was motivated by pure greed.
"Now, if ye are done asking silly questions I'll show ye how to get into the castle without being seen."
The Marquis' paid close attention to every detail as Blackie explained where to land the sloop and exactly where they'd find the entrance to the tunnel. Once Diego had everything memorized he and Blackie went their different ways. The treasonous pirate was already barking out orders to work on his new ship as the Marquis' and his men were climbing into the launch and headed back to the Santiago.
For the first time in months, Juan saw real hope in his eyes as Diego explained about the tunnel. "I'm not staying on board this time, Diego. I'm going with you."
"Okay, Juan," he replied with smile. Next to himself, Juan was probably the best man with a sword he knew. Going so far into an enemy's camp with so few men, he just very well might need him along.
The Santiago set a course for Saint Thomas but they had to be careful. It was already early afternoon by the time they set sail. It was more than a two day journey and what they didn't want was to be seen in the daylight as they came up on the pirate riddled island. The Marquis' and Juan joined the captain in his quarters to study the nautical charts.
"Here," said the captain, directing their attention to a small island about seventy miles from Saint Thomas. "This will be a good place to hide the Santiago during your raid. We'll anchor in this little cove. It's out of sight of the main shipping lanes so we should be safe there for a while and it should only take you about four hours to get to shore in your sloop." The others agreed.
Later that night the Marquis' tried to sleep but the knot in the pit of his stomach wouldn't let him. He had been in many battles but had never taken the kind of risk he was about to. He tried to calculate his chances of success but it was impossible, there were just too many unknowns. He didn't trust Blackie as far as he could throw him. The whole thing could be one giant lie to get his ship; or, it could be a fraud, a clever trap set up by Hawkins himself. He could be waiting for him and his men. What if the tunnel isn't there? What if she's not there? He felt guilty letting his good friend Juan go with him. They could very well be going to their deaths.
The next day he talked to Juan about his concerns. He gave his friend every opportunity to back out with dignity but Juan refused and was insulted that the Marquis' would even suggest such thing.
"Land ho," was the cry from the crow's nest above. The red sun was just dipping its toes in the water as they dropped anchor. They had everything scheduled as closely as they could; four hours to reach the north shore of Saint Thomas, an hour to the castle through the tunnel, another hour to rescue the Marquesa and get back to the sloop. If things went as planned, they would leave the Santiago at nine in the evening and be halfway back with the Marquesa by daybreak. They had just enough time to grab a bite to eat and an hour of sleep.
"Good speed," the captain wished them as the crew of eight climbed down, into the small sloop. About three times during the trip, the Marquis' thanked the men that had volunteered. Every one of them knew they might not make it back but they also knew if the situation was reversed he'd be right there at their side.
Both a compass and sextant were used to navigate. With only a sliver of the moon for light they could barely see anything until they were almost to the shore. They found the cove almost by luck. It was just as Blackie said it would be—so far so good. In the dark, they almost missed the other sloop hidden away behind a little peninsula of tree lined land that provided excellent cover. It was obviously the captain's get-away craft.
Diego and Juan picked only four of the men for their rescue party. "While we look for the cave you two take your knives to the sails of his sloop. I'd like to scuttle it but I'm afraid it'd make too much noise," he told the other two. "When you're done come back here and stay with the boat until we return." They sure as hell wouldn't want to get marooned.
Diego recognized the lay of the land from Blackie's map and led the way. "It's here, it's here," he excitedly muttered to the men as he pulled some brush away from the tunnel's entrance.
He could literally feel the blood pumping in his veins as they lit a lantern to light their course through the winding passageway. They found stashes of food, fresh water, guns and powder as well as plenty of cutlasses along the way.
With every step, Diego could feel her presence and knew in his heart they were getting closer. "Shhhh, hear that," he quietly asked the others. They all nodded their heads as they too heard the howling wind blowing from an opening in front of them. They were close. After only another hundred feet, the narrow passageway opened into a small room. They were inside the castle.
Everyone's heart pumped a little faster as they stealthily followed the Marquis' through the unfamiliar halls. He assumed everyone would be asleep but as he neared the captain's bed chamber he heard noises. They sounded like...like...
"Oooh, yeah, I'm, I'm going to fetch, don't...don't stop. Do it with me my darling...fe...oh...God, yes, yes!"
The sight that met Diego as he stepped through the door literally sucked the breath from his lungs. A strange man was hovering over his Camila, obviously giving her pleasure. Still undetected by the two lovers, he watched as the man sent his wife into ecstasy with a final thrust. With their eyes closed they were both lost in a moment of passion. Camila wrapped her arms and legs around the man and pulled him down to her body as their fluids mixed.
In that moment, the Marquis' found a hate within him that he wasn't even aware of.
The lovers were still in the throes of euphoria when they heard the steel of a sword being quickly withdrawn from its scabbard. Startled, they both looked toward the doorway.
"Diego!" shrieked Camila.
Sir Guy jumped from the bed and grabbed his saber. The two men stood looking at each other for a moment. "No one touches him," announced the Marquis'. "He's all mine," he sneered.
"So you're the infamous captain Hawkins. It's almost a shame to kill you. I can only imagine the tribute paid me if I took you back to Spain to hang. Unfortunately for you, sir, the penalty for abducting and violating my wife is DEATH!" yelled the Marquis', emphasizing the last word as he lunged toward his enemy.
"Diego, no, he's wounded," screamed Camila. She jumped up from the bed and started to run toward them but Juan grabbed her and pulled her away. Tears poured from her eyes. She cried and begged him to let her go. When he refused she kicked and struggled but he was too strong. The two men she loved were trying to kill each other and she was helpless to stop them.
Hearing the battle from her own bedroom, Asha grabbed a pistol and rushed into her master's bed chamber but was grabbed by two of Diego's men before she could fire a shot.
The sound of steel against steel echoed from the walls as the two men engaged in mortal combat. Reflections of light flashed from the polished blades as they each tried to find the other's weakness with blinding speed.
Both women watched in horror as each man fought to slay the other. Seeing an opening, Diego went in for the kill and lunged at his prey but Sir Guy sidestepped and kicked his feet out from under him. The Marquis' fell on his back and helplessly watched as his enemy readied to strike the death blow.
"STOP!" Camila screamed at the top of her voice with such force it caused Sir Guy a grave hesitation. It was but a flicker of the eye but Diego took advantage. With his sword still in his grasp he quickly sat up, thrusting his blade into his opponent.
"NO!" screamed the Marquesa as Sir Guy dropped his saber, fell to his knees, then backwards.
Diego scrambled to his feet. "Now I will take your head back to Saint Augustine," he proclaimed.
"OW!" Juan cried out as Camila sunk her teeth into his flesh and broke loose as he jerked his bleeding hand away. She rushed to Sir Guy and covered him with her own naked body.
"NO, do not kill him, Diego. If you do I will not return with you."
"Camila, he is a pirate and an enemy of Spain..."
"I don't care! He saved my life, Diego. I would not be here if it wasn't for him. Grant him mercy or I swear you will never own my heart again."
His chest heaved from exhaustion as he stared at the woman he loved. Her words cut him as badly as any cutlass. She didn't have to tell him she loved this man, the terror in her eyes screamed it from the yardarm. By killing his foe he'd also be killing his wife's love for him. His arm relaxed. "You win, I'll let him live," he quietly told her.
"Marquis', what do you want us to do with this one?" asked one of the men holding Asha.
"Kill her; she'll sound the alarm before we're safely away."
"No!" Camila cried out again. "She won't sound any alarm, will you, Asha?"
The black woman shook her head as she tried to break loose.
"He is HER man now. She'll attend to his wounds, nothing more," Camila told the Marquis'. She looked over her shoulder at the two soldiers. "Let her go," she ordered.
The men looked to Diego. He'd already surrendered to the wishes of his wife once, he might as well again. He gave his approval with a nod his head.
As soon as Asha felt their grip loosen, she broke free and knelt at Sir Guy's side. She ripped part of her nightgown and pressed it against his injury. The wounded man gazed into Camila's eyes and smiled as he gently raised his hand and lovingly touched her cheek one last time.
More tears streaked her face knowing this would be their final farewell. She looked across his body at her friend. "Take good care of him, Asha." Then looked back at Sir Guy, "She loves you very much you know," she told him, forcing a smile through her grief.
He smiled back as she looked deep into his eyes one last time then gently brought their lips together in a soft good-bye kiss. She then moved close to his ear so only he could hear her. "I'm so sorry. Get well, my love. I will remember you always." she whispered.
With those words she stood and faced her husband. "I have a dress in the other room. I'll slip it on real quick and we can be on our way."
"Hurry," he told her. "I fear someone may have heard your screams."
Camila ran naked down the hall to her own room and hurriedly put on the dress she had been rescued in. She didn't bother with the corset; she just wanted to be covered.
She rushed back to her husband's side and didn't dare look back as he took her arm and led the way back to the sloop. Once on board, the Marquis' took his place at the bow. Camila watched him from the stern. She knew her actions hurt him deeply but she couldn't allow him to kill Sir Guy. As she watched him command the ship she knew the love she felt for the pirate never replaced her love for Diego; she loved them both. As she looked over her shoulder she could barely make out the tree line of Saint Thomas cutting a jagged edge against the dark blue sky.
Captain Hawkins was not mentioned on the voyage back to Saint Augustine although that didn't mean he wasn't constantly on the mind of the Marquis'. For months all he could think of was finding his wife, he never thought of finding her in the arms of another man...at least not willingly.
The Marquesa knew he was having a hard time. She wondered if her actions at the castle had killed his love for her. The first night they spent together was disappointing. Although they fell asleep in each other's arms, he made no advances. She prayed she hadn't lost both men in her life.



She was very surprised by the royal reception they received when they pulled into Saint Augustine. She knew almost no one, yet everyone knew her; she was an instant celebrity. She smiled and graciously thanked everyone for the well wishes before accompanying Diego to their new home.
She was very impressed with the sprawling villa he'd built for her on the outskirts of town. It was much bigger and nicer than the home they left in Spain. She almost laughed when he introduced her two servants. They would do the cleaning and the washing and the cooking; ah, but can they milk a goat? She chuckled at the thought.
Slowly, things were returning to normal. The Marquesa's wardrobe and household items she'd lost on the ship she replaced from the shops in town. She renewed friendships with people she had known in Spain who had also come to the new world. Little by little she was making Saint Augustine her new home.
What she hadn't been able to recapture was the relationship between her and the Marquis'. It almost seemed the more she made herself available to him the further from her he retreated. He didn't mistreat her but they had lost the romance they enjoyed in Spain. She had no illusions; she knew he was still struggling with her feelings for Sir Guy.
They had been back for almost two months before the feelings Diego held inside boiled to the surface. They had just finished breakfast when he could hold it in no longer.
"You loved him, didn't you."
Finally, she thought. Now maybe we can get it all out in the open. She knew he loved her but he had to be assured of her love for him. He would know if she wasn't being sincere and lies would not assure him of anything. "Yes, Diego, I loved him very much."
"Do...do you still love him? Wo...would you rather be with him?"
For the first time since she had known him she saw the glistening of tears in his eyes. Her own heart was breaking from the knowledge of how her words hurt him.
"Diego, please understand that while I loved him, I never lost my love for you. When he first saved my life I demanded he bring me here to you but he just laughed at me. I hated him. He considered me his salvage from a sinking Spanish galleon; his spoils...but he never treated me like it. Despite his reputation I saw kindness in his eyes. I never thought I'd ever see you again. I was scared and lonely. As time passed I got to know him better. In some ways he reminded me of you."
"Me!" he exclaimed indignantly.
"Yes, Diego; I know he's your sworn enemy but he's not a bad man. He is a soldier, brave, courageous, and loyal to his king just like you."
"He is a pirate, a thief; he's loyal to no one but his own greed," he challenged, raising his voice.
"Yes, it is true he's a pirate but believe me when I say he would lay down his life for his king without hesitation."
She walked up and hugged her husband with all her might. Several times since being home, they had sex but Diego had yet to make love to her like he used to.
"Oh, Diego, please don't ever doubt my love for you. You are my husband. I am here where I belong and where I want to be—with you. I will stand by your side and bear your children with pride and honor and all the love in my heart. In all this time, Diego, you still haven't reclaimed your property. You fought for me and won. I am yours, your spoils of battle. Do it now, Diego, please. Take me to bed and make me yours and only yours again."
She was still the strongest woman he'd ever known. In Spain it was he and he alone for whom her fiery passions burned. She was right. It was time for him to reclaim those passions. He scooped her up in his strong arms and walked her into the bedroom. He rested one knee on the mattress while gently laying her down, never varying his stare from the anxious eyes of black liquid that captured his soul years prior. In a careful but deliberate motion he stripped her of her morning garment before quickly removing his own.
Her body quaked in expectation. He knew her every erogenous zone. His tender touch melted her will and forged it to his own. She moaned with euphoric memories. "Yes, yes, I am yours, my love. I am all yours," she avowed.
Every kiss, every touch professed his love. Once again he ignited the fiery passions of her very soul as he teased her nipples with his dexterous tongue. Her well-manicured nails raked across his back as she abandoned virtue for desire. Her breasts heaved with need as her mate's powerfully strong manhood tenderly split her lips and slipped into her pulsating womb.
Almost instantly she cried out in ecstasy as her quim muscles clamped tightly around his steel rod. Her eyes tightly closed, her jaw clinched as her hands grabbed uncontrollably at the linin sheets. Her sweat sheened body tensed and unintelligible sounds emanated from her precious lips as he watched her body writhe with euphoria.
Slowly, as his lover's breathing became more rhythmic he lowered himself, hovering just high enough above her libidinous flesh to sprinkle it with soft, loving kisses. With her raven hair spread wildly across the pillow her eyes opened with a feral stare as Diego drove his still hard dick home again and again.
"Diego, yes, yes, Diego," she exclaimed. "Don't stop, don't stop..."
This time he could feel his own loins tightening. Camila wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him in tighter. "Yes, YES!" Her frenzied cries got louder and he felt a vise like grip around his ballocks again. With one more thrust, Camila's screams mixed with the guttural noises of her husband's as they were transported in rapture and heavenly bliss.
Camila grabbed Diego around the neck with both arms and pulled him down tightly to her bosom. She felt his hot lava spraying her inner walls and held him close as she reveled in the intimacy.
As their ragged breathing became more controllable, Diego's steel rod was melting away. "Aw," she chuckled as it slipped out.
He rolled off of her and to her side. She took his arm and wrapped it around her as she curled into his body and laid her leg over his. Neither needed words. Yes, he thought, she belongs to no man but me.
***
It took six months before word spread that Captain Hawkins was again striking terror on the high seas. Camila knew Diego struggled with the knowledge that he could have ended the pirate's career that night but he never said anything and neither did the men who were with him.
Camila made good on her word. Over the years she stood by her husband through the good times and the bad. She raised his children, two boys and girl and not once in all the years they lived, did her love for the Marquis' ever waver. Still...
Even with a husband who joined the local political scene and three kids running around the house, there were times when she was able to steal a little alone time for herself. When such an occasion arose, she'd walk down the sandy beach, far enough away from town to make sure no one would bother her. Then she'd sit on the warm sand and stare out to sea. A loving grin would stretch across her still beautiful face as she imagined the one other man who captured her heart sailing the Devil's Mist just beyond the horizon. She could visualize him proudly standing on the quarter deck, his handsome face turned toward her.
"Be safe, my love," she'd say when assured no one could hear. "Please, my darling, take care of yourself."
Epilogue;
July 3rd, 2018; Saint Augustine Lighthouse and Maritime Museum.
She was just a tiny thing but never had Ian seen so much beauty wrapped in such a petite package. He guessed her to be in her early twenties, about the same age as himself. Like a lost puppy, he couldn't help following her from room to room as she inspected the centuries old marine artifacts. He was trying his best to be inconspicuous as he stole glances of her at every opportunity but as sly as he thought he was, she was well aware of him.
At first she was put off by his ogling but after a few minutes she found his shyness kind of charming. She was standing next to an old cannon, reading the plaque in front of it when she heard someone speak to her in a British accent.
"It's an eight pounder," he said.
She looked over her shoulder and saw the shy gentleman smiling at her. "I know," she replied. "The cannons were classified by the weight of the cannonballs they fired."
"That's right," he replied. "Are you interested in maritime archaeology?"
"No, that's what it says on the plaque here."
"Oh, yeah," he said as his cheeks flushed. How stupid can I be, he wondered.
She didn't mean to embarrass him but evidently she had. It looked like he was about to turn and walk away. She obviously didn't know him, she'd never even met anyone from Britain before but she loved the accent and...well, there was just something about him; she most definitely felt a strong attraction. She didn't want him to leave so she quickly spoke up. "Are you?"
"I'm sorry?"
"Are you interested in maritime archaeology?"
"Oh, ah, yes, yes I am," he said, now with big grin. "I've loved it since I was a kid."
He stuck out his hand. "My name's Ian, Ian Ainsley."
She smiled again as she took his hand. "I'm Cassandra Norton; how do you do."
Now that he had a better look at her close up, Ian was head over heels in love. She was even more beautiful than he thought but what captured his heart were her eyes; she had the most strikingly beautiful eyes he'd ever seen. They reminded him of shimmering black pearls.
"Cassandra; God that's a pretty name," he gushed.
"Thank you," she replied, broadening her smile. "So, you're obviously not from around here; what brings you to Saint Augustine on such a hot day?"
"Oh, I...I'm doing some research with the Saint Augustine Archaeology Association."
"You mean like looking for old bones; that kind of thing?"
"Ah, well yeah, that's part of it, but there's a lot more to it. I'm working on my master's degree in marine archaeology and I get credits for my research. Right now we're carbon dating some French items we found along the St. James River."
Whatever kind of magnetic feeling she was experiencing, it was getting stronger. She studied his face as his spoke. She could see strength and determination, but also kindness and compassion. He was most definitely intriguing and she wanted to learn more about him.
"Carbon dating, huh; I've always wondered how that was done," she lied. "Listen, there's a little pub around the corner that serves the coldest, frosty glass, beers in town. Can I buy you one?"
His heart almost burst with her invitation. "Ah, if you let me buy," he replied with the broadest smile of his life.
"Deal."
Ten minutes later they were sitting at a table for two at Plato's Place. Since Ian had already decided she was the woman he was going to marry, he was anxious to learn everything he could about her. He waited until they both took a refreshing sip of their ice cold beer before starting his inquisition. "What about you, Cassandra, are you from around here?"
"Yep, was born in Saint Augustine and I've lived here all my life," she said.
"What do you do; what kind of work I mean?"
"I'm a teacher," she said with a grin. "I teach history at the high school."
Ian couldn't make his heart stop pounding in his chest and wondered if she could hear it from where she sat. "So, maybe not archaeology but you are interested in history?" he asked enthusiastically.
"Yeah, it was kind of strange; when I first started college I intended to be a math teacher. Math always came so easy for me. All through school it was my best subject. In my freshmen year I needed an elective. About the only thing that fit into my schedule was a course on genealogy. To be honest, when I first took the class I thought it would be boring but as I got more into it I found it really interesting. I started to wonder about my own family tree and decided to track my heritage. There wasn't much from my dad's side but I traced my mother's side of the family all the way back to the early sixteen hundreds when they first came to Saint Augustine from Spain."
"Oh wow, so you really are from here," he joked.
She took another sip of beer then continued. "Yeah, I'll say," she chuckled. "They were actually Spanish nobility; Marquis' and Marquesa Aritza."
"Now that's exciting."
"Yeah, I have to admit it really was, so much so in fact that I changed my major. That's how I wound up teaching history instead of math," she said with a laugh. "How about you; how'd you get interested in maritime archaeology? Is your family in shipping?"
"No, not at all; my dad owns a men's clothing store in London. I've just always had this thing for the romance and adventure of the sea. As a kid I loved all those old swashbucklers, Captain Blood, Treasure Island, The Sea Hawk; I'd watch every one of them every time they came on TV. I read every book, every story I could get my hands on. When I got into my teens I switched from fiction to researching the real thing. I somehow always felt it was in my blood but it wasn't until I got into college that I discovered I was right."
He kept her hanging while he took a sip of his beer before it got too warm.
"Well," she said, looking at him with interest. "What was it you discovered?"
"Well--it is in my blood," he said with a big grin. "I did the same thing you did. My fascination for the sea piqued my curiosity about my bloodline so I started investigating. I found out I have an ancestor who was a pirate. That was just about the same time your ancestors settled here, the early seventeenth century."
"A pirate...like a yo-ho-ho and a bottle of run type pirate?"
He chuckled at her interpretation. "Yup," he said with a proud smile. "He was quite a character; Sir Guy Ainsley. He was actually knighted by King James the First before becoming a pirate."
"He was knighted and then turned pirate; why?"
"Well, his wife died. I guess it just kind of sent him over the edge. Luckily for me they had a son together before she died. Thank God or I wouldn't even be here. I'm a direct descendant. Anyway, he changed his name to Captain Hawkins and built a big castle on Saint Thomas in the Virgin Islands. There are still ruins of it there today. They built a resort around it. They call it Blue Beard's Castle. I actually stayed there for a few days last year, what a kick."
"I'll bet. What happened to him?"
"That's still a mystery. He just kind of disappeared. I suppose he was lost at sea but I've never been able to find out for sure. I haven't given up though."
"That is so neat. Wouldn't it be something if our ancestors knew each other?"
"Yeah, but highly unlikely; remember Spain and England were at war back then. If they met it would have most likely been in battle."
"Yeah," she said a little disappointedly. "You're probably right. It's just..."
"Just...?"
"Oh nothing," she said, dismissing her own thoughts. She was about to tell him of her feeling that she knew him from somewhere but she decided it would sound silly. What she didn't know was that he felt the same way.
"So what happens after you finish with your studies...back to England?"
"No—oh I'm sure I'll go back to visit but this area is the mecca for my line of work. I'll settle down here somewhere, maybe even right here in Saint Augustine," he said, broadening his grin if that was possible.
"Ah, look I know we've just met and I...well, I don't want to come on too strong but..."
"Yes...?"
"Well, have you seen that old looking ship in the harbor?"
"You mean the one that looks like a pirate ship? Don't tell me that's your ancestor's."
"No, no," he laughed; it's actually a replica of a sixteenth century galleon. Its name is El Galeo'n Andaluci'a. A sailing club I belong to leased it for tomorrow night. We're going to take her out in the harbor and watch the fireworks from the deck. I...I know it's awful late to ask and I'm sure you already have plans but...well, if you didn't, would..."
"Yes, I'd love it."
"Really," he asked with excitement.
"Yeah, I usually watch them with my parents from their back yard but this sounds a lot more exciting."
"Great! I'm the acting captain."
"The captain?"
"Acting captain," he explained. "The ship has its own captain and a small crew of about sixty men. They lease it to sailing clubs and enthusiasts who want to experience crewing on a tall ship. They help the regular crew and usually pick their own captain but it's the real captain who actually runs things. I do get to call the orders to set sail though."
"I can't wait," she told him with a smile.
He told her where to meet him on the docks and at what time. She was excited when she arrived and met others from the club. Everyone was so nice and she could tell how much they all liked Ian. She was very impressed as he took his spot on the quarter deck when it was time to get underway.
"Lay aloft and loose topsails," he proudly called with his first order.
She watched in awe as the experienced sailors climbed up the ship's rigging and treacherously worked their way to the ends of the yardarms, balancing on ropes while they untied the sails. Large sheets of white canvas were lowered on the three towering masts with the next order, "Lower topsails!"
She could feel the deck under her feet already straining to get underway.
"Starboard fore braces," Ian called; "Port main and mizzen braces. Brace up fore and aft."
She was enthralled as she watched them pull on thick ropes until the yardarms were in the correct position.
"Weigh anchor," called the acting captain and eagerly men jumped to the winch. Soon the enormous mass of iron broke the water's surface, freeing the proud lady from her moorings. "Hoist outer jib," Ian called and giant sheets of canvas rustled and billowed as they filled with the warm ocean breeze. "Haul out the spanker!"
Since they were only going out a little ways into the harbor, no more sails were required. Ian's job was done so he joined Cassandra on deck. "Well, I have to say, that was impressive," she gushed.
He had a gigantic smile and the excitement was written across his face. "That's the third time I've had the honor and it send chills up my spine every time. That's exactly the way Sir Guy would have done it almost four hundred years ago. When I get on that quarterdeck I can almost feel his pirate's blood flowing through my veins."
Never had Shannon been more impressed or fallen in love with anyone so quickly.
He smiled and put his arm around her as she leaned into him and watched the sky light up with the sound of cannon fire and multi-colored pride bursting with patriotic birthday wishes.
A little more than a year later the captain of the El Galeo'n Andaluci'a gave the happy couple a free ride to Saint Thomas as a wedding present. Upon their arrival, management had been clued in as to the identity of their guests and treated them to the bridal suite at no charge. The large, stone covered room was all that was left of the original residence of Captain Hawkins. Legend had it, it was the pirate's bed chamber. Ian and Cassandra consummated their marriage in the same room Sir Guy and Camila last saw one another...that night their souls bonded with commitment, trust, hopes and dreams, and a love that had been handed down through the centuries.
The end.
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Forward: After getting the general idea for this tale, I realized there were 3 different directions in which I could go with it. For days, I ran each scenario over and over in my head trying to decide which would make the best story. I finally settled on the following. I hope I made the right choice.
***
By the way Kendra was picking at her dinner, I was pretty sure I was finally going to find out what had been bothering her for the last couple of weeks. I tried talking to her a few days prior but when I inquired about her sudden change in mood she told me she simply had something on her mind with no further explanation.
That's not totally out of character for her. Kendra's a registered nurse and a hospital is not the most uplifting place to work. I've seen her come home running the gambit of human emotions; sadness, anger, frustration, fear, joy, you name it. Sometimes it helps her to talk about it, sometimes she just buries it deep within. In twenty-one years of marriage, if I've learned anything it was to let her make the decision as to if and when she wanted to get it off her chest...whatever it was.
I had finished my dinner and asked if she was done. She set her fork down on the plate and just nodded. I was scraping all her wasted food into the garbage disposal when she finally spoke.
"Darin, there's something I have to talk to you about. Can we go out on the patio, maybe open a bottle of wine?"
"Sure, hon. Why don't you go ahead. I'll stick these in the dishwasher and bring the wine out in a couple of minutes."
She leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek with a half-smile, then walked out the glass sliding doors to the patio. Something was telling me that whatever was on her mind had nothing to do with work, it seemed more personal all of a sudden.
Of course, with having a wife in the medical trade, my first thought was of her health, was she going to tell me she's sick? I tried to prepare myself as I opened the wine. I joined her outside, set the two glasses of wine on the patio table then took a seat next to her. I reached over and took her hand in mine. My heart was pounding so loud I'm surprised she couldn't hear it as she gently squeezed my fingers.
With a sigh to prepare myself for bad news, I barely got the question out. "What is it, honey? Are you sick?"
"Sick...no, what gave you that idea?" she stated reassuringly.
"The way you've been acting lately. Honey, it's like you've been on another planet for the last two weeks. When you kissed me in the kitchen a few minutes ago I got the feeling you were going to tell me something terrible."
"No," she scoffed. "It's...well, I don't think you're going to like what I'm going to say but it's nothing that bad."
"Okay, lay it on me. What am I not going to like?"
She reached over for her glass and took a sip of wine—I supposed she needed a little liquid courage. "I've been selected to take part in a medical study. It's a clinical trial for a new drug."
I was confused. If she wasn't sick why was she testing a new drug? "What kind of drug?"
"Well, it's called, Beuticimiacin. It's a hormonal drug designed to help women with menopause symptoms."
"Honey, are you going into menopause already?" I was getting scared. I'd heard all about the horrific terror of living with a woman who was going through the change and I was hoping for more time before it happened to us.
"No," she replied. "It...ah...it turns out that the drug has an unexpected side effect, it..." she hesitated again. "It appears to make intercourse much more enjoyable for a woman."
Okay, this was starting to sound exciting. "So, what's wrong with that? Sounds like fun. So you'll be screaming your head off in ecstasy the next time we make love?" I said with a lecherous grin.
"Well, ah honey, that's not how these trials work. Everything has to be observed and recorded under strict controls."
I didn't like the sound of that. "Observed...you mean we're going to have people watching us?"
Kendra took a deep breath then reached over for more liquid courage. "Not exactly, honey. In fact you and I won't be able to make love for three months. I..."
"Hold it," I interrupted. "This is starting to sound like a load of crap. What the hell do you mean we can't make love for three months?"
"Honey, the study is being done at the Southwest Medical facility down town. I'll be going down there three times a week after work. Nobody stands and watches us but I did have to sign a video consent form so I assume everything is taped so physical reactions can be monitored as well as heartbeat, blood pressure, things like that. To keep everything accurate, I'm not allow to have sex anywhere but the medical center and only during the trials."
I was starting to get the gist and I wasn't liking it one little bit. "And just who the hell would you be having sex with?" I snarled.
"One of the male volunteers," she answered with a nervous tremor in her voice.
"And what—I'm just supposed to settle for blow jobs for the next three months while you're screwing a bunch of other guys?"
"No, I'm sorry, honey. I can't even do that. We can't have any sexual contact outside the study."
"No—uh ah, no way! You're not breaking our marriage vows for some stupid study!"
"Honey, don't be silly. I'm not breaking my vows."
"Really? I seem to remember something in there about forsaking all others."
"Yes, and that refers to having a sexual relationship with someone other than your spouse. Honey, it's not like I'll be making love to them or anything like that. It's a clinical study for crying out loud."
"I don't care what you call it, the end result is you having sex three times a week with other men, the answer is no, emphatically NO!"
"Honey, there is no, no. I've been selected and..."
"What do mean there is no, no—selected by who? What--God reached down from heaven and touched you on the shoulder? Who selected you?"
"Honey, please don't be sarcastic. The people who are running the study selected me. It's an independent research group that was hired by the drug manufacturer. They do this kind of thing all the time, Darin. Everything's on the up and up, I swear."
"How did they select you? What'd they do, pull your name out of a hat?"
"Nooo," she derisively sang. "I heard about it at the hospital. I looked into it and thought it was a worthwhile cause so I filled out an application."
"So, they didn't select you, you volunteered."
"No; there's all kinds of criteria involved. I went through two interviews. They're looking for people with certain characteristics and backgrounds so they get a well-rounded study; age, health, sexual history, how many times they normally have sex, things like that. They only selected the people who met their requirements."
"And you were one of the lucky ones; good for you," I said with as much sarcasm as I could possibly muster. "Who are the men you'd be having sex with?"
"I don't know, honey. The men are selected just like the women. I'm sure there's a range of compatibility issues the researchers are looking for."
I thought, yeah, like an eight inch cock but I didn't want to sound insecure so I let the comment slide.
"And of course everyone gets a complete physical to make sure no one has any STDs," she added.
"Honey, I honestly don't know what the big deal is," she continued. "I work with naked men every day at the hospital. When we're short of candy stripers I sometimes have to give them sponge baths, I insert catheters, I sometimes have to wipe their ass for them for Pete's sake; this is no different."
"The hell it's not. Sticking a straw up some guy's dick is a whole lot different than him sticking his dick in you. Have you ever slept with one of your patients?"
"No, of course not."
"There you are!" I said with conviction. By that time my heart was pounding, my blood pressure was out of sight, and every muscle in my body was tight as a drum. I couldn't stay seated so I got up and started pacing back and forth in front of our chairs. I just couldn't understand how she could even consider such a thing. In all our years together she'd never come up with anything like this before.
"Why now?" I asked.
That seemed to catch her off guard. I could tell she'd been anticipating my argument but that question escaped her queue and she wasn't ready for it.
"What? What do you mean why now?"
"You said you heard about this at the hospital. You've worked there for sixteen years. This can't be the first time you've heard of some medical study but you've never signed up for anything before; why now?"
"Ah, well with both boys in college now I have more time."
We had two sons. Chad was twenty and had been going to college for the last two years. Doug was eighteen and had just left for his first year the month before.
"So this is about an empty nest syndrome?" I asked.
"No, there's no 'syndrome' involved. It's just that I have more free time to do things, that's all."
"I see; and you figured you'd use your free time to stab your husband in the heart, cut him off in the bedroom, and go have sex with other guys. I can't believe you'd volunteer for something like this without even discussing it with me."
"I didn't vol..."
"Oh don't give me that bullshit, you didn't volunteer. They couldn't have SELECTED you if you hadn't volunteered in the first place," I said with anger. "Well you can just give them a call and tell them to UNSELECT you tomorrow morning."
I saw I wasn't the only one with moist eyes. She was at least starting to show some emotion. It looked like regret to me. I was hoping she was going to say okay but...
"I can't do that, Darin, I signed a contract. It's a done deal," she said with a slight whimper.
I couldn't believe my ears. "A contract?"
"Of course; these trails cost a lot of money, they can't have people leaving half way through it."
"You signed a contract without even discussing it with me first?"
"Oh stop being so damn selfish, Darin," she said regaining her determination. "You don't realize what this could mean to millions of women who don't enjoy sex with their partners. Imagine what this drug could do for them if it works like it supposed to. It might even cut down on the number of divorces."
"Then again, it may just cause a few," I said.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"What it means is; you have hurt me worse than any person ever has. You've stuck a dagger in my heart. You've already badly damaged a relationship that I thought was a pretty good one. What it means is, if you go ahead with this I don't think I'll be able to live with the hurt day after day."
I'm not real good at reading people's faces like some, but at that moment I could sure read hears. She was worried.
"Darin, please...I'm not trying to hurt you. It's not like I'm going out and cheating on you."
"You're cutting me off for three months while you go have sex with other men and I'm not supposed to feel hurt?" I could see that my comment got through to her.
"If this drug is a success, how long before it goes on the market?"
"Ah, I don't know--a while. This is just the first study. They'll have to have several more before going to the FDA. Then they'll probably sit on it for a couple of years."
"And what happens in the mean time?"
"What do you mean?"
"Well, after three months of having this hyper sex with other men, you won't be able to get the drug anymore. You won't be able to experience all that incredible sex anymore. It'll be the same old sex with me that we've always had. I'm not supposed to wonder about how much better the sex was with those other men? You don't think I'll know how disappointed you'll be after sex with me? Drug or no drug, how am I supposed to compete after that?"
Again, it looked like I got through to her. She didn't have a ready-made comeback for that. She just sat and stared. It got my hopes up. I might have to hire a lawyer to break that contract but at least I'd still have what was left of my marriage. It was obviously damaged but I didn't think it was beyond repair. Maybe with some counseling---then she spoke...
"Darin, it's not a competition. I've always enjoyed making love with you and will again when this is all over, I promise. I'll make this up to you, honey. Please don't fret about it so."
Twice during our conversation I told her how much this trial was going to hurt me and neither time did it seem to have any effect on her decision. She had made up her mind and obviously had no regard for my feelings what so ever. At that point I was worried that my marriage would survive. Wait till the boys find out. I wondered how they'd take it.
I felt tears welling up in my eyes. I wiped them away then spoke. "Well I'll tell you right now, Kendra, I'll be damned if you think I'm going to be celibate for the next three months and hang around here playing with myself while thinking of you having sex with other men."
Her mind must have been in la, la land because I didn't think she heard me right.
"That's a good idea, honey. Why don't you stop off after work with the guys, maybe have dinner or watch a ball game or something. It'll keep your mind off of things. I don't know how long the sessions are going to take, we have to fill out a questionnaire and be interviewed after each one, but I should be home by seven or eight at the latest I think. They're all going to be the same so we'll know for sure after tomorrow."
There didn't seem to be anymore to be said. Three months; it was currently mid-October. That meant it would run right through the holidays. Merry Fucking Christmas.
I figured I should probably file for divorce sooner than later. Without saying another word I left my untouched wine on the table and went into the garage. I did a lot of boxing in my youth. Of course at forty-four years of age I didn't step into the ring anymore but I had a heavy bag hanging up out there. I used it to stay in shape mostly but sometimes when something went wrong I'd take out my frustrations by beating the crap out of it. I had my doubts on whether it would survive the night.
It was a couple hours before I went back into the house. Kendra was sitting on the couch watching TV when I walked passed on my way to the shower. By the time I got out, Kendra was in bed. I thought about sleeping in one of the boy's rooms but I thought she might try to initiate something and turning her down might make more of an impact.
Sure enough, as soon as I climbed into bed she turned toward me and her hand went right to my cock.
"What do you say, big guy," she cooed in my ear.
"I'm not really in the mood tonight," I flatly stated. "I will be tomorrow night though so keep that thought in mind."
The soft, romantic sound in her voice disappeared and was replaced with aggravation. "Darin, I told you, once the study starts we can't have sex until it's over. This is your last chance for three months."
"Oh well," I said derisively.
She turned away with a humph sounding sigh. All I could do was hope my last ditch effort took hold. Of course I wondered all night long. I may have drifted in and out of a fitful sleep for a few minutes now and then but basically I had a sleepless night.
Both Kendra and I worked days. In fact we both started at seven in the morning but I had a further commute and I also went in at six-thirty. I was the service manage at Craig's Ford—Lincoln and I liked to have all the computers going and things ready to rock by the time the others started coming in, so even though Kendra didn't have to get up until six, I was up at four-thirty.
I turned my alarm off before it even rang and got ready to leave. I don't know if she was sleeping or not but I never heard a peep from her during the whole process. In one last desperate attempt, I left a short note on my pillow.
Don't do it, Please.
I drove to work that morning with a very, very small sliver of hope.
Being a service manager is a very demanding job. Even the smoothest running shops have a constant barrage of daily fires. I'm continually dealing with warranty repair issues that the factory doesn't want to pay for, budget problems, personnel problems, cars with mechanical troubles that have my best technicians stymied, an occasional irate customer, and a franchise owner whose only concern is the profit margin. As a result, I didn't get a whole lot of time during the day to ponder my personal problems but I did have one thought...Bill, my transmission specialist.
"Hey, Bill, anyway you could spare me a few minutes of your time after work; maybe a beer at Plato's? It's on me."
"Ah, yeah, I guess. I won't have too much time...half an hour or so, is that okay?"
"Yeah, that's fine," I replied.
"Am I in trouble or something?" he asked with a worried look.
"No, no, Bill, nothing like that. I just want to talk about one of your friends, the guy who's so good with computers."
"Oh, okay, sure."
I knew hacking into computer systems was illegal. I also knew it was done all the time. Hell, we had our system hacked at the dealership a couple years ago. It was just a bunch of malicious crap so the cops figured it was kids but we'll never know because they were never caught.
Bill knew a guy who was doing it all the time, mostly for fun. Every time he heard of some new cyber security system somewhere, he considered it a challenge. Sometimes, if it was a true concern he'd notify the software company to help them plug the program's vulnerabilities; for that he'd get paid handsomely. Other times, from what Bill has told me, he just did it for the hell of it. He never did anything, just looked around then would get out so no one even knew he was in. He just gets a kick out of it. Bill says he's never been caught or even suspected by anyone.
One of the questions that kept nagging me during my sleepless night was, is any of this real? I mean she could've been making the whole thing up in order to spend time with some lover for all I knew. I'd always trusted Kendra in the past but the whole study thing was killing that trust completely. I had no idea what she was capable of anymore. I was hoping this friend of Bill's would be able to find out if there even was such a clinical study at Southwest. Surely something like that would show up in their computer system somewhere.
Over a beer, I didn't tell Bill about my personal problems, only that I needed his friend's services. He looked up the guy's number on his phone and wrote it down on a napkin for me. We finished our beer and left.
Even though we both started our jobs at seven, Kendra had better hours than I did. She worked from seven to three-thirty. The hospital was only fifteen minutes from the house so she was usually home around four. I, on the other hand, worked till five. By the time I finished the day's paper work and locked up the tool room, then made the thirty minute commute, I'd usually get home between six and six-thirty. In spite of stopping for a quick drink with Bill, my ETA was about the same.
Would she be there when I got home? That was the sixty-four dollar question I kept asking myself while driving. Like I said, I still held a tiny bit of hope that she'd be there, which of course would mean she changed her mind. I pulled into the drive and anxiously hit the garage door remote...Damn! Her Focus was nowhere to be seen. I pulled my Navigator demo into my space and walked into the house with new anger. I really had hoped she'd be there.
I broke out a beer, sat in my easy chair, pulled out my phone, and dialed the number Bill gave me. After explaining who I was, I described what I needed and asked how much it would cost me. He told me that what I was looking for was so easy to get he wasn't even going to charge me. I guess it wasn't really the hospital he'd be hacking but the company who was conducting the trial. He told me that even though they had to use the hospital's facilities for control purposes, all the data for the study would be kept on their own computer systems. He informed me he'd have all the information by the next day.



After disconnecting, I took another swig of beer and could feel myself slipping into depression. My chest started to hurt and I wondered if I was having a heart attack or was it just physically crumbling. I felt a tear run down my cheek. I wiped it away and gasped a breath of despair. "Damn her, damn her," I said out loud.
My mind became a roulette wheel of thoughts twirling around so fast I couldn't distinguish one from the other. When the wheel finally came to rest it landed on one particular thought...I wasn't going to be a victim in all this.
Whether she heard me correctly or not, I told her I wasn't going to stay home and be celibate for the next three months and I meant it. I glanced at the time—quarter to seven. I ran upstairs and grabbed a quick shower. I was almost dressed when my phone rang. It was her. I put it down on the dresser while I combed my hair. After the sixth ring the answering machine kicked in.
"Hi, honey. I hope you're out with some friends having a good time. We just finished up so I'm on my way home but there's still a lot of rush hour traffic so I'm guessing I'll see you shortly after eight. Bye, bye, honey. I love you."
Yeah, right, I thought. She sounded happy, very happy, walking on air happy. Okay, I at least knew how much time I had so I went downstairs to grab a bite to eat and think. Hell, I hadn't even looked at another woman since getting married. I thought of just hiring hookers but was pretty sure you had to get into the three to four hundred dollar range before getting someone decent, maybe even more. I sure couldn't afford to do that very often. The only other option I saw was to find a meat market that catered to grownups. I wasn't bad looking and I kept in shape but I sure wasn't a player. That's when an idea came from out of the blue. It was a long shot but what the hell.
Cheryl Tennison was a young widow who lived a few blocks down the street. When I say young, I mean young for me. I would guess her to be in her late twenties or early thirties. She and her husband had just bought their house when he was tragically killed by a drunk driver. The funeral was probably the sadist event I'd ever been to. Cheryl had to be physically helped and supported by her sister and brother in law every step of the way. Since they had just bought the house they had an insurance policy that paid off the mortgage. Everyone expected her to sell it and move into an apartment but so far she was still there. I was told she got more money from an additional life insurance policy her husband had through his work and also from a lawsuit she filed. I saw her at neighborhood get-togethers sometimes but never with a man. I wondered how long it'd been since she had sex. I know that sounds terrible but just maybe we could be of mutual benefit to each other.
I almost got cold feet on the way over there. I thought about her telling everyone in the neighborhood what an old letch I was. But then I thought, what the heck, I probably won't be living here much longer anyway.
She was surprised to see me when she opened the door. "Darin, hi," she said while looking around for Kendra. "Are you alone?"
"Yeah, I'm sorry to say. I'm wondering if you have a few minutes to talk."
"Ah, yeah, sure, come on in," she offered, standing back and opening the door wider. "Can I get you some coffee? I just made a fresh pot."
"I'd love some," I replied. "Can I help with anything?"
"No, I think I can handle coffee," she chuckled.
She offered me a seat on the couch but I said I'd be just as comfortable in the kitchen so that's where we went. For some reason I thought I might sound a little less like a dirty old man, sitting at the kitchen table.
I watched her face as I explained the situation. She patiently listened to my tale of woe, asking a question here and there. I could tell she was on my side in the matter. That gave me a little more courage. After two cups of coffee and several looks of sympathy from her, I was ready to pop the question.
"Cheryl, right now my marriage is hanging by a thread. I doubt very much we're going to survive this but in any event, I'm not going to sit at home twiddling my thumbs. I told her I would not stay celibate for the next three months while she made whoopee with other men."
I saw Cheryl's eyes squint and knew she was anticipating what I was going to say next. I figured the worst she could do was throw me out and I was too far into my proposition to back out.
"Cheryl, I know nothing about your personal life but I'm looking for a friend with benefits." I saw her back straighten. I figured I was about to get tossed out on my ear. "Please don't take offense and if there's a guy out there who's about to kick my butt, I give you my apologies...but if not, I do wish you'd think it over before hitting me over the head with a frying pan."
That got a laugh out her anyway. Without saying a word, she got up for more coffee and poured us another cup. I could see she was at least thinking about it. She sat down again. "Okay, let me make sure I understand you right. You want to have sex with me while Kendra is doing this study thing. How often would we do it?"
"Ah, well she'll be going to that thing three times a week. If you weren't in the mood that often we could just go out to dinner or maybe dancing. I just don't want to sit home while she's at that place and I'm determined I'm not going to go without sex for the next three months."
"Hmm, and when would we start?"
I wasn't sure if she was teasing me with her questions or not. I was really hoping she wasn't setting me up to laugh at me. "As soon as you'd like," I answered.
"And what happens after the three months."
That was a hard one. "To be truthful, Cheryl, I don't know. I doubt very much if I'll still have a marriage after this. If I do then we'd have to break it off. There would be a lot of marriage counseling and it wouldn't help if you and I were still having sex. If the marriage is over then I guess you and I could keep going until one of us calls it off."
"Darin, it's been three years since Tom was killed. Since then I've not had a single date. I'm just not ready for another relationship yet and dating some guy I don't really know just to have sex is a little scary for me. But this...this is the best offer I've had in a long time."
She stood and stretched out her hand. This I hadn't expected—not at all. I wondered if I shouldn't ask her if she wanted to think it over first but then I thought if I gave her time she might back out. I knew from Kendra's voice mail that she had gone ahead with her clinical study so what the hell. I took her hand and started to follow her into the bedroom. We got about half way there when we suddenly stopped.
"Damn," she said under her breath but just loud enough that I could hear. "I don't imagine you brought protection with you?"
"Ah, no; to tell you the truth I didn't really think we'd be doing this tonight already. I figured you'd want to think it over first."
"What's to think over? No, that's not it. Since I lost Tom I've had no need for birth control. I'll call my doctor tomorrow and get a prescription but that won't help us now." She glanced at a wall clock in the kitchen. "The drug store on Busse is open till nine. If you hurry you can still get condoms."
I was back in twenty minutes flat. I quietly knocked. I'm not sure why I didn't just ring the bell; it just seemed like knocking was the thing to do.
She peeked around as she opened the door a crack. When she made sure it was me she opened it all the way but stood behind it. I looked back when I heard the door close and saw she was wearing a long, blue robe that almost touched the floor. I assumed she was naked under it.
When we got to the bedroom I put the three-pack of condoms on the nightstand as she sat on the edge of the mattress and looked at me with a nervous little smile. She still had her body hidden behind that terrycloth.
"How...ah...how do you usually...I mean...are you more of a...a guy of action...you know what I mean, or do you like to take your time with a lot of foreplay?"
She was almost as nervous as I was. When Kendra and I made love it was slowly. I'd kiss my way where ever I was going at the time; boobs, pussy, neck--where ever. I had envisioned this, however, as more of a wham-bam-thank you ma'am, kind of thing...just sex...no strings attached. I had no idea what her thoughts were.
"Well, ah, what do you prefer?"
"God, this really is embarrassing," she muttered. "I never considered anything like this. I figured sooner or later I'd wind up going to some bar for a one night stand, but you're a friend. I've known you for years..."
"Would you rather not do this?" I asked.
"No, no, Darin. I definitely want to do this, I...I just need a moment."
"Do ah, do you want me to start getting undressed or should I keep my clothes on."
She smiled. "We're going to do this, Darin, so unless you have some kind of a kink about keeping them on, why don't you get undressed."
She sat there staring straight ahead while I stripped down to my jockey's. She must have thought about it more while I was at the drug store, and in spite of her declaration that we were going to do it, seemed to be reconsidering my offer.
As I stood there she turned her head and looked at the growing bulge in my shorts. A small, impetuous smile stretched across her face. I think that was actually the moment she made her decision.
"I've been thinking. Maybe later we can take our time but right now, I'd rather you just get to it. I need you inside me. It's been a long time since I've had the real thing," she told me.
She stood up and took the robe off. I got just a brief glimpse of her magnificent body before she shyly climbed under the covers. I was right behind her. She giggled when I reached under the sheet to pull my briefs off. I felt like a kid having sex for the first time. I reached for my purchase and tore open one of the packets. It had been a long time since I used a Trojan. Luckily, I was so damned hard it was easy to put on.
I had to do a little foreplay. I didn't want to just shove it in so I curled my tongue around a nipple while my fingers found a moist pussy. I was a little surprised and wondered if she did something while I was gone to get so wet. She was already moaning and squirming around so I maneuvered myself between her legs.
"Oh God, God yes, God," she screamed as I slowly slid inside of her. She arched her back and I almost slipped out but managed to work my way up a little further to fully seat myself all the way in. I slowly started to move my hips back and forth, in and out, sometimes stopping briefly at the entrance before sinking my cock back into that starving pussy.
It didn't take long before her breathing became labored and I knew she was getting close to coming. "Yes, of God, yes, like that," she squealed. With a loud call to the almighty her body froze for an instant then bucked in the air. Her arms went around my back and I felt her nails digging into my skin. Her vaginal muscles clamped shut like a vise and her whole body trembled with ecstasy. It was nice to know I could still bring someone so much pleasure.
As she started to slowly calm down, I began to pick up speed and soon had her in the throes of another climax, although not quite as forceful as the first. When I saw how much she needed the release, my own gratification became much less important and I slowed down until the urge building from deep in my loins had passed.
I was able to get her off once more before my own need started to build again. I began to ease off a little only this time Cheryl knew what I was doing. She held on to me, bucking her hips in time with my thrusts.
"Come, come with me, Darin; please, come with me," she begged.
I kept up the pace and soon our cries of ecstasy danced together in the air above the bed. I collapsed on my elbows, hovering above her but she reached up and pulled me down on top of her. I tried not to put all my weight on her but she just wasn't having it and squeezed our sweaty torsos together. It was a few minutes before either of us could mutter a word.
"Wow," she finally said with a small giggle. "You have no idea how much I needed that. Thank you."
"That's mutual, Cheryl."
"Would you mind if we called it a night? I know you have a couple more condoms but I'm kind of wiped out."
"No, that's fine," I told her.
"Stay right there a minute," she told me. Then, obviously over her shyness, she got out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom. She came back out a minute later with a warm washcloth, threw the covers off of me and gently cleaned me off. When she was done she put her robe back on and gave me a smile. "Coffee?"
"Sure."
Allowing me some modesty, Cheryl left the bedroom to make coffee, giving me privacy to get dressed.
We sat across the kitchen table from each other and talked for almost an hour. She really was a sweet lady. She told me she was still mourning Tom's death and wasn't sure if she'd ever stop. As far as sex was concerned, my timing was perfect. She had finally made up her mind she was going to start dating again although she really wasn't looking forward to it. My proposal was like an answer to her prayers.
I got home a little after midnight. Kendra was sound asleep. Too bad. I know she'd ask me if I enjoyed myself and I would have told her yes and why I enjoyed myself. Maybe it would give her a taste of how I felt and the hurt she was causing me.
Kendra was still asleep when I left the next day. About ten o'clock that morning my cell phone rang. It was Bernie, the computer hacker. "Good morning, Bernie."
"Good morning. How you doing?"
"Okay, I guess. Did you find out anything?"
"Does the moon have craters?" he joked. "Yeah, I got everything. I even got the name of all the guys just in case you want to hire somebody to break their legs."
I laughed. I hadn't thought of that but now that he mentioned it...
"The acronym for the study is FIRET. It stands for Female Intimate Relations Enhancement Trial. The name of the research company is Peterson, Inc. and they're being paid by Physco Pharmaceuticals. If you give me a secure email address I'll send you the questionnaire she filled out."
"So the whole trial thing is legit?" I queried.
"Yeah, except for one thing, I couldn't find a contract anywhere. Even if they didn't upload the actual contracts they would have them mentioned somewhere; a notation saying contract signed, something like that."
"So she didn't really sign a contract," I stated.
"Doesn't look like it," he replied.
As far as I was concerned that was the last nail in her coffin. I gave Bernie my private email address, offered to pay him again, and said my goodbyes when he refused.
About an hour later I got a short break between catastrophes so I opened my own laptop and checked my email. There is was, not only Kendra's questionnaire but everyone's who was in the trial. He even had the schedules and a transcript of the interviews afterward. I saw she had sex with a guy by the name of Terry Crowly. He was thirty-six years old. He told the interviewer that having the woman respond so well made the sex more enjoyable for him as well. I wasn't really interested in anyone else's information, just Kendra's. Her application was all pretty much what I expected except for one thing, she wrote that she never really enjoyed sex that much. Did she write that because she thought it would increase her chances to get into the trial, or was it the truth? I planned to ask her when I got home.
The place smelled like a restaurant when I walked into the house that night. Kendra was in the living room watching TV. "I have a roast in the oven and I made a pumpkin pie for dessert," she said as she started to get up. I'm pretty sure she was planning to hug and kiss me hello but I didn't give her a chance. I silently walked by and went upstairs to shower.
When I came out she was sitting on the bed. "Darin, I wish you would try and understand how important this is."
"You lied to me about the contract," I coldly stated.
Her head shot up in my direction and she looked at me with big wide eyes. "W...why would you say that?"
"Because it's true. If you signed a contract let me see it. They'd have to give you a copy. Let me see your copy of the contract."
She had no comeback. She just sat there staring at me.
"I thought so. I have one more question. Did you mean it when you said you didn't enjoy sex or was that just a ploy to get in the program?"
"Oh my God," she screamed. "How do know what I said?"
"You mean how do I know about the Female Intimate Relations Enhancement Trial? You mean how do I know about Terry Crowly?"
"Who...who is Terry Crowly?"
"He's the guy you had sex with last night. The most incredible sex of my life, I believe is what you said in the interview afterward. Oh, by the way, he enjoyed it also."
"This is all supposed to be private information!" she screamed. "How do you know all this?" she asked defiantly.
"Never mind how I know, I know. You want to know who you'll be having the most incredible sex of your life with next?"
"This was all supposed to be secret," she mumbled. "I didn't want to hurt you any more than I had," she said. "You were never supposed to know about the things I said."
"Ah, huh; so when you said you didn't understand why I thought it was such a big deal--that was a lie too. You knew damn well how it would affect me, that's why you went behind my back to sign up, that's why you moped around the house for two weeks before telling me, that's why you lied to me about the contract."
"I...I knew you wouldn't like it...e...especially the part about not having sex for three months."
"You think that's what hurts so bad? It's not that we can't, it's why we can't. If you were sick and couldn't have sex for some medical or emotional condition, I wouldn't have a problem in the world, but that's not it. You just arbitrarily tossed me aside for better sex with other guys. You didn't even give me a chance to weigh in. If you're so worried about my celibacy, don't be," I told her. "I had some pretty incredible sex myself last night."
That caught her attention. "What?" she yelled, jumping up from the bed. "You're lying."
"No, that seems to be your specialty these days."
"With who?"
"I'm not saying. I have my secrets too."
"Darin, you can't do this."
"I told you the other day I wasn't going to go without sex for three months."
"No you didn't. You said you were going to have a beer with the guys after work."
"No, you said that. I'm not going to sit around listening to my heart break while you're going at it hot and heavy with some guy's cock in you. I told you that and I meant it. I've worked out a friends with benefits situation with someone, so every time you go to the clinic to have sex I'll be enjoying myself as well."
Now I saw real tears in her eyes. Normally I'd kiss them away and tell her everything would be alright but after all the bullshit over the last few days all I said was...
"I'm hungry, let's eat."
As you might expect, it was a quiet evening after our discussion. She did ask if I was going to continue spying on her and what she said at the clinic. I told her no. She was welcome to say anything she pleased. I had no more interest in what she said or did at that damn place. I also wasn't about to ask Bernie to continue hacking their computer three times a week for me. I confirmed the trial was real, that was my main goal anyway.
The next day was Wednesday...another session; would she go? She had to see how it was affecting us. Once again I held out hope. I had already given her 'one last chance' about three times now, what's one more. It's not easy letting go of a twenty two year relationship. We raised two boys together, made it through sicknesses, misfortunes, and heartbreaks together; we'd always been such a good team. At some point I may have to make the hard decision but until then I'm not giving up.



All day I hoped to get a call or a text from her saying she wasn't going but it never came. I thought sure, after the previous night's talk, she'd stay home this time, especially since she knew I was aware of her lie about the contract. Just like last time, I held my breath all the way home only to be disappointed.
As soon as I stepped into my empty house I called Cheryl to see if we were on for the night. She sounded excited and gave me a resounding yes. I grabbed a bite, took a shower, and headed over there.
She was in that damn full length blue robe again when she answered the door. As I walked inside she stepped back and struck a pose with one knee sticking out from the opening in the terrycloth. "Do you like red?" she asked as she slid the wrap down her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. There she stood like a model wearing a small, lace push up bra, a pair of matching bikini panties, a garter belt, stockings, and high heels...all in red. My cock hadn't gotten hard that quickly in years.
"I wrote a poem," she said. "If you like red, come join me in bed." She was using a husky sexy voice. "Well, stud, do you like red?"
I responded only with a big grin.
She was like a different woman. She gave even more than she got. She didn't suck me off but she had my cock in her mouth on numerous occasions, usually to assist in getting it hard again. Of course I returned the favor in spades and brought her to climax several times with my tongue. Couple that with the number of times she came with my cock and I'd venture to say she had a good night, I know I sure did. I couldn't remember the last time I came three times in one session like that. She finally cried for mercy and I was sure glad she did; I was spent. I had nothing left.
On the way home I thought about the evening. I hoped I wasn't getting too involved with something I wasn't going to be able to stop without hurting Cheryl. We had just finished two and a half hours of extremely enjoyable sex. It was obvious how much she'd missed it since the death of her husband. God, he must have been a happy man with a dynamo like Cheryl waiting for him to come home every night.
I was also feeling guilty. The whole situation was pulling at me from twenty different directions at once. I just didn't know how much more I could take. Even after explaining to Kendra how badly her actions were hurting me she still refused to quit. Several times now, I'd drawn a line in the sand only to have her step over each one. It appeared she wasn't about to back down no matter how badly she hurt me or damaged our relationship, she was going to ride this trial to the end.
I took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh as I pulled into my drive. I guess I should prepare for the worst, I told myself. I decided to get some recommendations for a lawyer the next day.
It was only a little after eleven when I walked in. Kendra was waiting up. As soon as she heard the door close she clicked off the TV and turned to face me.
"Have a good time?" she asked with bitterness.
"Yes, I did," I replied as if she'd asked if I liked dinner. "How about you?"
"Darin, if you're doing this to hurt me, you've succeeded. It's not like you to act out of revenge like this. I wish you'd stop."
"Kendra, have you heard nothing I've said over the past few days? Forget the part about you stabbing me in the heart and hurting me more than anyone ever has, my feelings apparently mean nothing to you. I told you from the start that I was not going to go without sex for three months."
"I thought you'd just masturbate. Christ, Darin, single guys go for longer periods than that without sex. I don't see why you can't just use your hand for three months."
"Let me ask you, why can't you just masturbate at the clinic after taking the pill? Why do you have to have sex with a man?"
"Because it wouldn't be the same; they wouldn't be able to get the same reactions that they get with two people having sex."
"There you are, you just answered your own question. I'm going to bed, good night."
For the first time since this mess started, I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. I have no idea what time Kendra came to bed but she was on her side of the mattress when I got up.
My service department opens at seven but the rest of the dealership doesn't open until nine so I had a two hour wait before I could talk to Craig, the owner. I told him I was having family problems and there might be a divorce in my near future. He had met Kendra on many occasions through the years and told me he was sorry to hear that. I told him I might have to take a couple hours off here and there over the next week or so. I'd been with him for many years and he knew I wouldn't let anything slide so he said it was no problem. He asked if there was anything else he could do. He offered to talk to her on my behalf but I told him, although I appreciated the offer, I didn't think it would help.
I asked him if he knew of any good divorce attorneys. He was a happily married man but you never know. He said no but suggested I talk to Sue in the billing office. When he said that, I remembered hearing about her divorce, I even offered my condolences at the time. I stopped and talked to her on the way back to the service area. She couldn't remember the name of her attorney, it had been a little over a year ago, but she said he was very good. She told me she still had his card at home and would bring it the next day. In the mean time I started going through the yellow pages as soon as I got back to my office.
The following week I had three appointments set up, one of which was with the lawyer Sue recommended. He was actually the one I went with. I don't know if he was any better than the others I talked to but I liked his demeanor. We talked for a couple of hours regarding my situation and the division of assets.
The kids' college fund wasn't to be touched by either of us. The house was almost paid for and would probably sell for around three hundred thousand so we'd split that down the middle. We had both been paying into our four O one k's and we made about the same amount of money every year so there would be no child support, no alimony, and we would keep our own retirement programs. Other than that the only things we had to worry about were personal and house hold items. I wasn't really worried about any of that stuff. What a way to end a happy, twenty-one year marriage.
I also asked if there was any way to hold Peterson, Inc. responsible for the destruction of my marriage but since Kendra volunteered there wasn't much I could do.
I gave him a retainer and asked that he draw up the paper work but I would take it from there. I would let him know if and when to file and I would give it to her myself if it came to that.
Yeah, in my own mind there was still an, if; although the two letter word was getting smaller and smaller. It was just so damn hard to let go. I was pretty sure my marriage was toast but in spite of the pain and anger, I still clung to the slightest bit of hope. I was looking for a miracle that would somehow make it all go away and give me my family back.
Maybe an alien would come down from space and zap us with a ray-gun that would erase the last couple of weeks—that's just about what it would take.
After I had come back down to earth I knew my only other real decision was when, before or after the holidays. I guessed waiting until after the holidays would be easier on the rest of the family, even though it would be harder on me having to put up with her infidelity for another two and half months. Oh well, maybe that miracle I was looking for would happen by then.
I did make one decision—I was going to move into Chad's bedroom. Between his and Doug's, his was the nicest. I thought about just telling Kendra that it's either me or her damn study but it didn't work if I had to force her. For there to be any chance for us at all, she would have to stop on her own. I had already given her several reasons to quit; moving into Chad's room would be one more. At the least it would prompt another discussion.
I wasted no time when I got home that night. Kendra was in the kitchen when I walked in but I went right upstairs to start moving things. She must have heard my footsteps going back and forth because she came up to investigate.
"What are you doing?"
"I'm moving into Chad's room."
"Why?"
"Because it just doesn't make sense to have you sleeping next to me every night and not being able to touch you."
"We can still cuddle, you know. I'd love to do that. I've wanted to snuggle every night but I've been waiting until you got over being so mad."
"Kendra, as I've told you several times now, along with the anger is pain. You are ripping out my heart with this thing. Would you want to snuggle with someone who did that to you?"
"Darin, I'm not trying to hurt you. I wish I could make you understand," she pleaded.
"And I wish I could make you understand. Whether you're trying to or not, you have hurt me—terribly, and you continue to hurt me every time you go to have sex with other men. I'm not lying to you; you must know that and yet you continue. I'm sorry but I really don't want to snuggle with someone who cares so little about me."
I continued moving my clothes from one room to the other. Kendra was still sitting on the bed crying every time I went back into our room. That got me thinking, it actually got me scared. There was a time if I had made her cry like that, I don't care how angry I was, I'd have my arms around her apologizing by now. But there she was bawling her eyes out and I had no desire to comfort her. Was it because I was just that angry or was I actually losing my love for her?
That night in bed I thought about it some more. It's not easy trying to sort through you own feelings when you're so damn conflicted. All I knew by the time I drifted off to sleep was that she needed to wake up and stop this because I didn't know how much longer I could cling to that thin thread of hope.
She didn't though. The next day, as much as I prayed she'd be there when I got home, she wasn't. So- I took a breath, got my shower and went over to Cheryl's.
I thought maybe Kendra would be all lovey-dovey over the weekend trying to show me how much she cared but she wasn't. I'm not sure what was in her mind. Maybe she thought she'd give me as much space as I needed and eventually things would go back to normal, maybe she'd already lost her love for me, I don't know but we were becoming two people who occupied the same house and not much more.
Things pretty much were in a holding pattern for the next month. Kendra and I barely spoke to one another. Three times a week she went to her clinic to get fucked and I went over to Cheryl's for the same reason. The thin thread to which I'd been clinging had disintegrated sometime during that month as well. I'm not sure of the exact moment but any hope I'd had of putting my marriage back together was completely gone. I had the papers in my briefcase and was just waiting till after the holidays. I really didn't want to ruin them for the rest of the family.
Our gatherings weren't quite as large as they used to be. It had been two years since my folks moved to Florida and two years before that, Kendra's dad lost his battle with cancer. Her parents lived in Michigan and used to come out and stay at our place for the whole Christmas--New Year's week. After her father's death, Kendra didn't like the idea of her mom being four hours away by car. She begged her mother to sell the house and move into an apartment close to us but she refused, so Kendra and I would take a drive up there and bring her back to stay with us from time to time and always for the holidays. Of course Doug and Chad got two weeks off from school so even with a few family members missing, it was still a nice get-together.
Christmas fell on a Wednesday so we had planned on picking her mother up the Sunday before. When Kendra came home from her fuck--fest that Friday night, she announced it would be the last one for two weeks. They were suspending the trial sessions during Christmas and New Year's weeks. I was under the impression the study would end mid-January but it was actually scheduled to go through till the end of the month.
Cheryl and I had already decided I wouldn't be over while my mother in law was in town and she had family she was spending the holidays with anyway, so it worked out perfectly.
I think the only time Kendra and I spoke during the car ride up to Michigan was when she told me to pull into the next gas station because she had to pee. Of course on the way back she and her mother talked. Several times they tried to pull me into the conversation but I only talked when I was directly spoken to.
In spite of everything, I enjoyed Christmas with the family. I actually forgot about my problems for periods of time on several occasions. For appearance purposes, I had to move all my stuff back into the master bedroom and sleep with Kendra. On a few occasions I'd feel her snuggle up to me in the middle of the night when she thought I was asleep. What the hell, it was Christmas. I let her snuggle.
Personally, I thought the show Kendra and I put on for the kids and her mother was pretty good. I was trying hard to be my usual jovial self and Kendra was doing the same. It was a couple nights after Christmas when Kendra's mom found me alone in the patio. Spring, summer, fall, and winter, I loved it out there. It was my sanctuary.
I was relenting with sadness to the fact that it would be the last holiday season I would spend with my family. My mind was a million miles away when I sensed movement to the side of me. I looked over and Kendra's mom was taking a seat.
"Mom, isn't it too cold out here for you?"
"Na; I have a sweater on under my coat. I'm fine, how about you. That little jacket can't be that warm."
"When I'm out here I don't even think about the cold, mom," I said with a smile.
"What do you think about, Darin? I'm asking because Kendra told me you were on board with this study thing she's doing but I see in your face that she was lying to me."
That was my mother in law, no beating around the bush and she wasn't afraid of confrontation. I loved that about her; she was nobody's fool. Kendra was a lot like her until recently.
"I wasn't aware you knew about it, mom. When did she tell you that?"
"As soon as she was confirmed as one of the guinea pigs."
"That was about two weeks before I even knew about it. She didn't tell me anything until the night before it started."
"Oh, honey, she blindsided you like that? That's terrible. You're obviously not okay with it then."
"Not even a little bit," I emphatically replied.
"Have you tried talking to her about it?"
"Until I was blue in the face, mom. I've told her on several occasions how she was tearing my heart out; she doesn't care. She pretty much told me she was going to do it whether I liked it or not. She even lied to me saying she couldn't back out because she signed a contract when she hadn't. To be honest with you, mom, I'm at the end of my rope."
"Oh, honey, I'm so sorry. What are your plans?"
I took the last swig of the beer I was drinking and looked over at her. "Let's just enjoy the rest of the holidays, mom. I really don't want to think about the future right now. I want to laugh and have a good time with you and the kids," I told her, trying to keep the despair out of my voice.
Mom just silently nodded her head. Her sad eyes told me she knew exactly what I was planning but I hoped it wouldn't spoil the rest of our time together.
The kids left early Saturday morning after New Year's. They also had a Three hour drive and wanted to relax and get situated before classes resumed that Monday. Kendra and I drove her mom back home that Sunday. She had tears in her eyes when she kissed us goodbye. I really hoped I could maintain a relationship with her after everything was over. I loved her like I loved my own mother.
On the way back home, Kendra was in a much better mood than she was during our last drive up there. I believe she thought things were getting better between us. "Thank you, Darin."
"For what?"
"You know what I mean. Everyone had such a good time."
"I didn't have anything to do with it. I wasn't even there when he was born."
She looked over at me and I could see she didn't get it. "You know...in the manger." I saw the light bulb go on.
"Ha, ha; I see you're also getting your corny sense of humor back," she snarked.
I didn't want her to get the wrong impression. I thought of spilling the beans but I wasn't sure how she would take it and I wasn't about to find out while trapped in the car with three and a half hours of driving still in front of me, so I thought I'd simply bring her back down to earth.
"Your mother and I talked one night last week."
"Oh, what about?"
"She came out to the patio when I was out there alone having a beer. She said she was surprised I was okay with the drug trial you were participating in. You lied to her. You informed her of it two weeks before I even knew anything about it and told her I was okay with it when you knew damn well I wouldn't be."
"Did you tell her that?"
"Of course I did. I think one of us lying to your mother is enough, don't you?"
She sighed. "I didn't really mean to lie to her, I just didn't want her worrying, that's all."
"Ah huh, plus you knew damn well what she'd say if you told her the truth."
"People who aren't in the profession just don't know how important studies like this are," she said, ending her sentence with another sigh. "Can we talk about something else, please? There's only two more weeks of the study left then this will all be over."
I didn't say anymore so there was silence for a good ten minutes before Kendra thought of a different subject. "Did you hear Chad talking about the new girl he's dating? I could tell by the way he talked that he really likes her."
If she wanted to talk about the kids I was more than willing. They were my favorite subject. We both stayed on topic for the whole way back home. We were actually still talking to each other when we walked into the house and I knew she thought the worst was behind us. Once again I was going to bring her back to reality. She was extremely disappointed when I started moving all my stuff back into the other bedroom again. She didn't say anything but I caught a glint of moisture in her eyes. A shiver went down my back. Serving her those papers was going to be the hardest thing I'd ever done.
The following day I called Cheryl from work. I asked how her holidays went and she told me she spent them with family. Both of her parents were still alive and in addition to her sister and brother in law, she also had a brother who made it home on leave from the Air Force. She asked me about mine and I told I enjoyed myself as well.
After some back and forth banter I was about to bring up the subject of sex but she beat me to it.
"Are we resuming our friend's with benefits relationship or..."
I detected a little nervousness in her voice when she asked. From the fact that she didn't finish her question and let hang like that I assumed she thought there was a good chance Kendra and I would get back together over the holidays.
"Well, I haven't had sex in two weeks. I'm about as horny as an old goat; how about you?" I heard her laugh and I could tell right away the tension had left her voice.
"I have just the thing for horny old goats," she joked.
I told her what time I'd be there and that night we continued our sexual relationship.
The last clinical study session was on Friday, February second. Several times over the prior two weeks, Kendra reminded me of that fact, always with the sound of joy in her voice, hoping that everything would be fine after that.



During that last week I called Bernie again from work. I asked if he could get me her last written testimony and interview. Not that it would have made much difference but I did want to see what she had to say before cutting her off at the knees.
That Friday night, Cheryl knew somehow that I would not really be in the mood for sex; woman's intuition I guess. She seemed to know before I did. She suggested we go out to dinner and just talk. Several subjects came up that night. She was extremely proud of her brother. Her eyes literally twinkled when she talked about him. She also loved her sister to death. Aside from being siblings they'd been best friends all their lives.
I of course bragged about my boys before the conversation turned to my marriage. It was a short walk down memory lane. Although Cheryl encouraged me to keep talking, I didn't want to bore her too much so I kept it at a minimum.
I got home that night just a little after ten. Kendra was still up. "I hope you told her this was your last time, Romeo."
"I hope you'll move everything back to our room tonight before you come to bed," she added when I didn't respond to her first statement.
"Not tonight," I replied. "I'm tired. I'm going to hit the sack. We'll talk about it tomorrow."
I heard her start to complain about not sleeping with her but I just climbed the stairs without saying another word, headed for Chad's room and closed the door behind me. I got undressed, crawled into bed and spent the night staring at the ceiling.
As the witching hour approached so did the pain and anger. It re-surged with as much intensity as it had originally. I was pissed at her for making me do what I had to do. There were at least a million reasons why she shouldn't have done what she did but what I kept coming back to was how little my feelings meant to her. If hurting me like that didn't stop her from doing something she wanted to do this time, they probably wouldn't stop her next time either. I'd be spending the rest of my life wondering what her next humanitarian crusade would be and how many guys it would involve her fucking.
I was hoping morning would never come but like a slowly moving cat stalking its prey, I saw light drifting in through the window and casting the faintest of shadows dancing on the opposite wall. I looked over at the clock and saw it was a little after six. God, I really wasn't looking forward to starting the day but I didn't see much point in lying in bed any longer. I threw on my robe and quietly made my way to the kitchen to start coffee. While waiting for it to brew, I thought of the information I asked Bernie to get for me. I really doubted he'd had time to send it that soon but I had nothing else to do so I thought I might as well check.
There it was--Kendra's final written statement plus a video of her interview. I wasn't really sure I wanted to open it but I was hurting so bad already, how much more harm could it do. I opened the written transcript first.
Name: Kendra Anderson Age: forty-two Marital Status: Married, twenty-one years. Occupation: Registered nurse.
Please tell us in your own words, what affects Beuticimiacin has had on your sexual experiences during this study...
As someone who has always gotten more pleasure emotionally than physically from sex, I knew I had to take part in this study as soon as I heard about it. Since I was a teenager I've read accounts of women who had such intense orgasms that they passed out from the physical pleasure. Never in my whole life had I experienced anything like that and I wanted to see if it was possible.
Let me first say yes, it is possible as you have already witnessed on several occasions. Beuticimiacin works! Physiologically, I have experienced more orgasms in the past three months than I have in my entire life and every one of them was ten times the usual intensity, but in addition there is a psychological aspect that is just as exciting, the desire for sex.
Since the physical pleasure is heightened to such a degree, the motivation and passion for more almost becomes a craving. I can guarantee, once this drug comes out on the market, 'Not tonight, honey, I've got a headache,' will be a thing of the past.
Well, it sure sounded like she enjoyed herself. I don't know what I was expecting; maybe something about how guilty she felt for doing the damn thing or how doing the trial negatively affected her marriage...something showing some remorse. I guess that was a long shot.
I saw the interview was ten minutes long so I poured myself a cup of coffee before opening it. After a couple sips I took a breath and clicked on the video icon. Listening to her excitement and the inflections in her voice on certain words made it harder to watch than to read. She said about the same as her written statement until the interviewer asked a question.
Interviewer: "Do you see any negative aspects to the drug, any side effects or feelings of depression?"
Kendra: "Not as long as the drug is available."
Interviewer: "I'm sorry, can you clarify that."
Kendra: "Yeah, as you know I'm a nurse. I have seen pharmaceutical companies time and time again keep raising prices on drugs even after the initial cost of research and development has long been paid for. The cost of Viagra for instance has more than doubled since it came out eighteen years ago. Most insurance companies won't cover it. They consider it a recreational drug. I'm sure it'll be the same with Beuticimiacin.
"If Physco raises their prices over time they could make it unaffordable to some who had been able to afford it previously. As I said in my statement, after taking the pill on a regular basis, even for a little while, the craving for sex becomes very prominent. If someone who was able to afford the drug for a while, all of a sudden couldn't any longer—yeah, I could see that causing a lot of women to become very depressed. After the first week of the study, I found myself desiring that sexual high more and more.
"To tell you the truth, I'm worried about going back and making love with my husband after this. I'm a strong person and I've been telling myself this whole time that I will go back to enjoying intimacy with him just like before this started, but to be honest, I'm going to have to fake it with him for a long time. Now that I have enjoyed the physical aspects so much, I'm worried that the emotional side of making love won't be enough anymore. I hope I will eventually get back to actually enjoying sex with him but at this point I don't even know if that will be possible, at least until Beuticimiacin hits the market."
That's what I thought. I even warned her of that when she first told me she was going to do this...well, at least she won't have to worry about it much longer, I thought.
I sat for almost an hour, sipping coffee and wondering if I was doing the right thing. It made no difference from what angle I approached the situation the result always came out the same. I glanced at the clock and saw it was a little after seven.
I wanted to tell the boys before I actually hit her with the divorce papers but knowing them they wouldn't be up until ten on a Saturday morning. Both Doug and Chad went to the same college. They tried to get a dorm room together but couldn't. They were in the same dorm though. Rather than have to talk to one then the other I was hoping to be able to get them both together so I sent Chad a text.
Chad, text me back when you get up. I need to talk to you and your brother but I want to do it when we can be alone. Dad.
I took another sip of coffee and with a sigh, wondered if I would hear from them before Kendra got up. She really wasn't much of an early riser on Saturdays either.
I had one more cup of java and enjoyed the next twenty minutes of alone time before deciding I might as well get cleaned up and dressed. I didn't want to disturb Kendra so before using the shower in the hall, I went to quietly shut our bedroom door. I noticed Kendra was sleeping on my side of the bed. I wondered if she'd been doing that the whole time.
Somehow, no matter how bad things were they always seemed to be just a little bit better after a nice long, steaming hot shower. I was back in Chad's bedroom getting dressed when I heard my phone ding with an incoming text.
Hi Dad, Doug and I are having breakfast at the restaurant. We'll wait for your call.
Wow, I looked at the clock; it was barely eight. I called him right away. They were in a booth with no one around so I asked them to put the phone on speaker. That way I could talk to both of them at the same time.
"I've got some bad news, boys. I'm going to present your mother with divorce papers today." There was a moment of silence before Chad spoke up.
"We figured it was something like that."
I was a little surprised at that. "You did?"
"Yeah, we could tell things weren't right between you and mom when we were there for Christmas. Doug and I talked about it on the way back. We both felt some tension between you two. I thought maybe it was just me but my younger bro here felt it too."
"I'm sorry, guys. I really thought we did pretty well trying to act normal. We didn't want to spoil the holidays for you guys," I told them.
"It was just little things, dad. You and mom didn't seem as relaxed with each other as usual and there wasn't as much laughing."
"So what'd mom do that was so bad that you're going to divorce her, dad?" I heard Doug ask.
"I, ah, I won't go into details, boys, but she made a decision to do something that was very hurtful to me. I asked her not to do it on several occasions but her mind was made up and my feelings didn't even come into play. It went on over a three month period. It's over now but the hurt is something I can't live with."
"Dad, are you telling us mom had an affair?"
"No, Chad, it wasn't an affair but..." I didn't know how to explain it to them. "Let's just say it was extremely painful for me and let it go at that."
There were several more moments of silence before I heard Doug.
"Okay, dad, but you know eventually it's going to come out."
"I know," I acknowledged. "I'm sure your mother will probably tell you when you talk to her but do me a favor, don't call her. I'm going to let her sleep as late as she wants then enjoy her breakfast before I give her the papers. I'm sure she'll call you to tell you what's happening but let her do the calling, okay?"
"Okay, dad," Chad responded. "When we talked on our way back from Christmas vacation we knew something was wrong but neither of us thought it would come to this. We're really sorry, dad."
"Thanks, guys," I replied. It struck me how much they'd grown; not just physically, that had been obvious for quite some time, but emotionally as well. They were adults. I smiled to myself and had to give a lot of the credit to my wife for being a great parent and a great partner in bringing them up.
We talked a little while longer then said goodbye. Okay, I thought, now that the boys knew there was nothing holding me back...except maybe my own regrets. On the way back downstairs for some breakfast I gently opened our bedroom door again. She was all cuddled into her pillow and looked so peaceful. She'd been such an integral part of me for over two decades; God, I was going to miss her.
Cooking for just myself gave me a lonely feeling. I usually cooked breakfast on Saturday mornings but rarely for just myself. When the kids were home there was always all kinds of activity around the kitchen table. Even when they were off to college Kendra would be in the kitchen, helping. It was depressing to look into the future, knowing this would be my new normal.
I had just finished eating and was at the sink rinsing the dishes when Kendra came in dressed in her flannel pajamas, wiping the sleep from her eyes. "You're up early," she said as she sat down at the table.
"Couldn't sleep," I replied. "Want some eggs and sausage?" I asked while pouring her a cup of coffee.
"Yes, please. Thank you," she said as I set the coffee down in front of her. "Can we sit down and talk a little later—after I take my shower. The last three months have been horrible. I know you didn't like what I was doing but it's over now and I want us back together again."
"Yeah, we'll talk."
"Good," she answered.
While I cooked her breakfast, Kendra sat quietly drinking coffee and staring into space with a faraway look. I was pretty sure she was going over the things she wanted to say at our talk.
She complimented me on my cooking skills before saying she was going upstairs for her shower and would be back down in about half an hour. When I heard the shower I went to the hall closet and pulled the papers from my briefcase then went back and sat at the kitchen table with a fresh cup of coffee to wait.
She looked a little nervous when she came back. She poured herself another cup of java and sat down on the opposite side of the table. "Darin, I..."
I held up my hand and stopped her right there. I didn't see any sense in letting her waste her breath.
"Kendra, hold on. Before you even get started, I have something to say." I slid the papers across the table in front of her. "This isn't easy for me, Kendra. In fact it's the hardest thing I've ever done in my life but I want a divorce."
She stared at the paperwork like she was trying to start it on fire with her laser vision. When she finally looked back up at me she had tears in her eyes. "You...you don't love me anymore?" she said as sadly as I'd ever heard her speak.
"I still love you, Kendra, although maybe not as much as I did three months ago." I could see she was going to say something but I stopped her again. "The problem is...I don't think you love me anymore."
"Darin, that's not true," she blurted out.
"I think it is true."
"Darin, I didn't do that study to hurt you..."
"That's not the point, Kendra. The point is you continued with it even though you knew how much it did hurt me. You made it very clear to me that, that damn study was more important to you than me or my feelings."
Now she was starting to cry outright. "It was a chance to do something for humanity. That drug will have a positive effect on millions of women. I just wanted to be a part of it. It was a once in a life-time opportunity to contribute to society," she blubbered.
"Kendra, you contribute to society every time you go into work. You're the most compassionate, self-sacrificing, giving person I know. Every day you go into that hospital and help save lives, you help heal the sick, you comfort the dying, and console their loved ones. I've seen you come home weeping for a patient you can do nothing for and then go right back and do it all again the next day. Your calling in life is to unselfishly give to others, I get that, but it shouldn't be at the cost of me and your family. We should still come first, Kendra. I don't care how altruistic and noble you felt that study was, when you saw how much it was going to hurt me and affect our marriage you should have given up on the idea.
"How many times did I ask you to stop; even after you started it, I asked you continually not to go because it was killing me. Had you stopped somewhere along the way, even late in the study, I probably would not have done this but you didn't. You went all the way to the very last fuck session.
"Where was your compassion for me, Kendra? Why was I so far down on your list of noble causes? I could never hurt you like that, I don't care how magnanimous or virtuous the cause; not if it was going to hurt the most important person in my life."
She was crying so hard I wasn't sure she was hearing me but I had to get it off my chest.
"I believe somewhere down the line I took a back seat to your self-sacrifice for others."
"Darin, that's not true," she finally said.
"It's not? Kendra, look into my eyes."
She looked up at me.
"Can you see the heartbreak, the agony behind them? That anguish tells me it is true. That pain is going to be there for a very long time. I try to make it subside by thinking of other things but then I see you and it comes right back. As long as I live with you I will have to live with it and I don't think that's fair. I never did anything to you to warrant that kind of torture, Kendra."
"Darin, I...I'm so...so sorry," she sobbed.
"I believe you, Kendra, but it's too late for that now. The damage is done and I don't see any way of undoing it.
"What about counseling? We can try it," she pleaded.
I shook my head. "Kendra, no amount of counseling is going to make me forget that you've had sex with thirty-eight strange men over the last three months. Men who were able to give you much more pleasure than I ever will..."
"Darin, if that's what this is about..." she interrupted.
"No, Kendra, that's not what this is about. I told you what it's about, but knowing I will no longer be able to satisfy the woman I love certainly enters into it. I'm sorry, I really am but there's just no way I can continue in this marriage."
I waited a few minutes until some of the tears waned.
"Kendra, I think you need some time alone to go over the papers and get your thoughts together. It's all pretty straight forward; everything gets split down the middle. Selling the house will give us both a pretty good chunk of money to start out fresh. In the mean time we have about seven grand in the savings. I'm going to cash that out. We'll each take half. That'll give us both a little working capital to get an apartment."
"You have it all planned out don't you?" she sniveled.
"I've had three months to think things through, Kendra," I replied while standing. I've been doing some research on apartments in the area. There's a complex not far from the hospital I think you should look into. You like to swim and they have a nice indoor pool; the rent's not bad either."
"Is that where you're going to go?" she whimpered.
"No, I'm most likely going to get a place a Kennedy Park. The boys will still need a place to live during the summers and they have three bedroom apartments. They're not all that fancy but they're affordable. It'll suffice until the boys go out on their own."
I had to get out of the house. "I'm going to go close out our savings. I'll split it right down the middle and give you half. I'll be back in a little while."
It was no fun sitting there watching her cry like that. I know I must have looked and sounded like a cold fish to her; truth was I was dying inside but I didn't want to show weakness. If she saw my tears she would have mistaken them as an opening and tried her best to get me to change my mind. As badly as I was hurting, I was resolved in my decision and giving her any false hope would have been cruel.
I knew she wouldn't read the divorce decree. She'd use the time to call the kids and her mother, maybe my folks. I had called them myself and told them about the situation right after New Year's. They were also very sad but understood.
The night before, I had talked with Cheryl. It was no surprise to either of us when I told her it would be the last time we'd be together for a while. We had talked things out on several occasions. Even though I was divorcing Kendra, it didn't seem right to continue our relationship—at least not until the divorce was final.
I felt bad. We were both enjoying ourselves immensely. At first I felt like a hypocrite. I wouldn't stay celibate for three months during Kendra's drug induced fuck sessions but I was willing to go for six months until the divorce was final. I told Cheryl that and she pointed out the difference in situations.
I was really growing to like Cheryl a lot. She was smart, personable, pretty, and a human dynamo in bed. Yup, I was really going to miss her. I prayed that she'd want to pick up where we left off when the dust settled.



It took a while and who knows how many phone calls to friends and family but Kendra finally came around to the fact that our marriage was toast. We both used the same attorney, put the house up for sale, and moved into our own apartments. She did take my advice on where to live. Besides the pool it was within walking distance of the hospital.
Several times over the next few months I second guessed myself. Did I do the right thing? I was lonely and depressed. My birthday was coming up and I had no one to help celebrate it—did I even want to celebrate it?
I really was feeling sorry for myself when out of nowhere I was thrown a life-line. My phone rang so seldom when I was home I had almost forgotten what it sounded like. "Hello."
"Hey, handsome, how you doing?"
I hadn't talked to Cheryl in over three months. Her voice was like a warm breeze on cold morning.
"Cheryl, it's good to hear from you. How are you?"
"I asked you first," she quipped. "You don't sound too cheery. You're not sitting around that apartment feeling sorry for yourself, are you?"
I had to laugh. "Twenty-one years is not that easy to put in the rear view mirror," I replied.
"I know. I haven't called because I wanted to give you some time. Are you thinking of reconciling?"
"No, not at all. I just don't think I could do it. Even now, whenever I think about her having no concern for my feelings, it hurts."
"Well, in that case I'm taking you out for your birthday, Saturday night. Do you like plays?"
She really caught me off guard. I had no idea she even knew about it. "How did you know my birthday was coming up?"
"I tried looking you up on Facebook but couldn't find anything so I tried Kendra. She's not very active on it but she does have a page. She still lists you as her husband and has both your birthdays as well as the kids down there. So—do you like plays?"
I had forgotten all about that Facebook she set up. I wondered if she posted any pictures of the kids growing up. "Ah, yeah, I like plays; what are we going to see?"
"Never mind, it's a surprise. Wear a sport coat. I'll let you drive. I hate driving down town. You can pick me up here at six. Dinner reservations are at seven. If we're early we can sit at the bar."
"Cheryl, this is starting to sound like an expensive evening. You don't hav..."
"Quiet," she interjected. "This is my treat. I don't want to hear any more about it. Just pick me up Saturday at six and leave everything else to me."
We talked for a few more minutes before hanging up. As I disconnected from the call I swore I felt lighter. Certainly, I felt better than I had in months.
I actually had two more days before hitting forty-five and Cheryl's surprise date was another two days after that. I almost felt like a kid waiting for Christmas. It was nice having something to look forward to.
Thursday morning I heard my phone ding with an incoming text.
Hey, Dad, Happy Birthday from Doug and me. We'll call you tonight. Oh, and mom called to see if you still had the same phone number so you might get a call from her as well.
Oh well, I hadn't talked to Kendra since helping her move some furniture into her new apartment. That was right after we put the house up for sale three months prior. I guessed I could survive listening to her wish me a happy birthday. And I did. She must have had it coordinated with the boys because right after I hung up with them, she called. Just hearing her voice again brought back some of the pain from her betrayal. I think that was the moment I knew for sure that we could never be together again.
I found myself getting more and more excited as Saturday approached. Damn, you'd think I was a teenager going on his first date. I was actually nervous and I wasn't the only one. I could tell she was too.
In spite of us both being nervous, the evening went off without a hitch. She had obviously been paying attention during our pillow talk. She remembered I like Italian food so our first stop was Luigi's. I'd never been there but the food was excellent. I also notice the atmosphere—romantic, very romantic; candlelight on top of small, intimate, checkered table-clothed tables...the whole works.
Next we went to the theater. It used to be the Shubert but was bought out and now has initials for a name. The acronym notwithstanding, the new company completely refurbished the place and brought it back to its early twentieth century glory. We saw a wonderful play then headed across the street to Ma,Ma's for a piece of their famous, three inch tall pie and a cup of coffee. It was one of the most enjoyable nights I could remember and I really hated to see it end. It was around one in the morning when I escorted her to her door.
"Well," I started, a little embarrassed, "I know this is supposed to be the woman's line but I want to thank you for a wonderful evening."
"Don't mention it," she responded with a chuckle.
"I'm going to look up your birthday."
"Or you could just ask me."
"Okay, when is your birthday."
I couldn't tell if the bright glow I was seeing was from her porch light or her smile as she answered. "You've got some time to plan, mine's not until the fourth of September."
"September fourth, got it," I replied. "I now have that date indelibly etched into my mind so be prepared for a night you won't forget."
She didn't say anything at first, just smiled and rubbed her hand on my chest. "I...I want to invite you in but I won't. I think you might be tempted to take me up on it then regret it tomorrow. I respect your feelings about not sleeping with me until after the divorce. You're a good man, Darin, and I want you to stay that way. Now give me a kiss and say goodnight."
I did exactly that.
***
As spring blossomed into full bloom with warmer temperatures and chilly rains, I found myself with more mixed emotions. For almost my whole adult life, spring was simply a change of seasons in an otherwise constant state of happenings and circumstances. This spring was different. For the first time in twenty one years I wouldn't have my steady companion at my side. It was a lonely thought but thank God I would have my boys with me in a few more weeks.
As it turned out, that wasn't quite the case either. One Saturday morning I got a call from Chad about a month before they were due to come home for the summer.
"Hi dad."
I could always tell immediately when something was wrong. Even when they tried to hide it there was always that recognizable little inflection in their voices.
"Hi, Chad; is everything okay? You sound a little down."
I heard him chuckle. "Jesus, dad, how do you do that?"
"I know my boys, son. What's wrong?"
"Well, nothing's really wrong," he kind of stuttered. "It's just...I...ah...I've got something to tell you and I feel guilty."
"Guilty; about what?"
"I..."
I heard him sigh.
"Well, I won't get to see you over the summer."
I could feel my heart breaking all over again but didn't want to say anything until I knew what was going on. He took advantage of my silence and continued.
"You remember the girl I was talking about at Christmas, Cheyenne?"
"Yes, of course," I answered. I remembered Kendra telling me she thought he was serious about her from the way he was talking. I guess there are some things women pick up on quicker than men.
"Well," my oldest continued, "her dad owns a computer software company in Seattle and he's offered me a job for the summer."
"Seattle?" I was finding it very difficult to keep my composure.
"Yeah, sorry, dad; I know you're disappointed and I really feel guilty, especially because of your situation with mom but I've got to do this, dad."
"Of course you do, son," I said, having a hard time convincing myself I meant it. I knew I had to assure him I was okay with his decision but how was I going to keep the emotion from my voice? How was I going to keep from breaking down? I took a deep breath, told myself to man-up and just do it.
"Listen, son, you're an adult. Believe me I know that. I watched you grow into a fine man and I am extremely proud of the person you've become. As parents we know from the moment our children come into the world, the best we can do is love them, support them, teach them, and prepare them to go out on their own someday. I won't say it's not hard to let go but we all know from the moment you're born, that it's what being a parent is all about. Don't you worry about me; you go out there and show them what you're made of."
I was so proud of myself for not bursting out in tears during my little speech, then I heard Chad crying on the other end.
"Dad, I can only hope that when the time comes, I'm half the father you are," he sobbed.
"Son, you're going to be twice the father I am; speaking of which, it sounds like you must be pretty serious about this girl."
He took just a moment to get his emotions under control again. "Dad, I...I love her, I really love her. We're planning on getting married as soon as we graduate in a couple years."
Another shocker! I was going to need therapy after this phone call. I recognized immediately I was not losing him for the summer, this was it; I was losing him to a life of his own.
"Congratulations, son," I told him with pride. I thought back to the moment I knew I would marry Kendra and remembered how deliriously happy I was.
"Thanks, dad. Doug will still be spending the summer with you though. He wanted me to ask you if he could have my job at the dealership?"
The previous summer I had put Chad on the payroll in the shop. He did brake jobs, changed oil, busted tires, things like that. Now it was Doug's turn to fill in. I couldn't help but wonder how long before he took off and I was entirely on my own.
"Of course. You tell him it'll be waiting for him."
"That's great, dad, thanks; I know that'll make him happy."
We talked for just a few more minutes before hanging up. I wasn't kidding when I said I needed therapy after that call, or at least someone to talk to. I thought about calling Kendra. After all, we worked together for twenty years raising Chad to be a man. I knew she was looking forward to seeing the boys, too. Who better than her to commiserate with?
First, I needed a couple minutes to get my act together. I grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat back in my Lazy Boy. I wondered why life had to be so damn hard. Here my oldest son was in love, embarking on a career, and making a way for himself in the world. I should've been so happy for him...and I was--but I couldn't help feeling sorry for myself at the same time. I was ashamed of the selfish thoughts but I couldn't help it...Seattle?
I stretched out and closed my eyes to relax for a couple minutes before picking up my phone and hitting the speed dial.
"Well hi there, stranger." Just the sound of her voice made me feel a little better.
"Oh come on, it hasn't been that long," I replied.
"I guess not. It just seems like it."
"Well, I was just wondering what you're doing for dinner tonight? I was thinking dark, romantic lighting, a nice bottle of wine..."
"That's funny, I was just thinking I was in the mood for pizza tonight," she chuckled.
"We can do that too; Angelo's?"
"Sounds good to me," she answered. "Pick me up at seven?"
"I'll be there."
Angelo's was kind of a half restaurant—half pizzeria. They served quite a few items but was famous for their pizzas. We were shown to a nice booth for two and given menus. We settled for half pepperoni and half mushroom along with a couple of beers. We had a half hour wait before dinner arrived which gave us a great opportunity to talk.
"So how are things going, Darin? Any news on the home front?" Cheryl asked.
I knew she was talking about Kendra and the divorce but it was a great segue so I took advantage.
"No, not really. I almost called Kendra earlier but chickened out and decided I'd much rather spend time with you."
"Oh," she commented with a smile. "Just feeling lonely?"
"No," I answered with a chuckle. "I was expecting both my boys to spend the summer with me but I got a call from my oldest this morning."
I told her about the call and how hard it was to let go of my "little boy." She was very sympathetic and it felt good to talk about it but as I went on I noticed sadness in her face. At first I thought it was because of my situation but then it hit me; Tom had been killed before they had any kids. Here I was complaining about my oldest going off on his own and she'd probably give anything to have my problem. I felt like a real heel and realized how lucky I was. I stopped complaining immediately and shifted the conversation.
"Enough of my depressing rant; what about you? How have you been? What's going on in your life?"
Just then a middle-aged, Italian looking woman came over and set our pizza down. She pointed out the different seasonings and a shaker of Parmesan along the wall before leaving.
"Saved by the bell," Cheryl joked.
"Unless you want to burn the roof of your mouth, we have to let this cool down anyway. What's the matter?"
"Oh," she said not convincingly, "nothing's really the matter. I've just been in kind of a funk lately. Just a lot of little things all seem to be ganging up on me at once and I've had some things on my mind, nothing major."
"Anything I can help with? I'm a good listener if you need to talk."
"No, not right now," she replied. "If I can have a rain check though, I might take you up on your offer at a later date?"
"Anytime day or night, Cheryl.
When I got home that night I broke out another beer and flopped into my favorite chair again. Maybe, I thought, but it's not the right time. I'd had a few, but at some point I was going to have to examine my feelings for Cheryl. I had just left her and I was already missing her laughter, her wit, her conversation...I was missing her. Was I falling in love-or was I just lonely and simply needing someone to fill a void in my life?
That thought haunted me into the following week and was still preying on my mind as I was talking to Chad and Doug one evening. Whenever we talked they would put their phone on speaker so we could all chat together. Chad was doing most of the gabbing but I heard Doug in the background prodding him to say something.
"Tell him, Chad. We talked about this. We're not keeping any secrets from either of them, remember?"
"Okay, Chad," I interrupted. "What's going on? Tell me what?"
I heard him sigh just before Doug encouraged him again to go on.
"It...it just seems like every time you and I talk lately I'm giving you bad news, dad."
I thought, oh no, now what? I wondered if people ever ran out of feeling pain. I almost told him to keep it to himself, whatever it was, but of course I couldn't do that. "Son, I'm a big boy, what is it?"
"Have you talked to mom lately?"
"No, not since we moved out of the house. Why?"
"Well, she's...she's dating."
I guess I shouldn't have been surprised but I was. For a split second my mind went into a fog, then I realized Chad was still talking.
"Some doctor she works with," he said. "We talked to her last night. She still doesn't believe she did anything wrong but said she doesn't really blame you for not understanding. She's come to the conclusion that it takes someone in the field of medicine to understand how important things like that study are."
I didn't respond right away. I was wondering if I should point out what a load of crap that was but I didn't want to make it sound like I was trying and turn the kids against her. Before I decided what to say, Doug said it for me.
"Dad, she makes it sound like that whole study depended on whether she participated or not. I think she's going over the deep end, dad, I really do."
"Guys, the work your mom does is very important. Somewhere down the line it became more important than me. I don't think you can fault her for that. It's just the way she feels."
"Family comes first, dad--you taught us that," my oldest emphatically stated. "I remember when you had the chance to buy that repair shop in town. We all knew how much you wanted it but you said it was too much of a gamble. If you were only thinking of yourself you'd have done it in a heartbeat but you had a family to think about and passed on the deal. I was disappointed at the time because I thought it would be cool to have a dad who owned his own business but later I realized the sacrifice you made for us."
"Yeah," Doug broke in, "too bad mom didn't learn that lesson like we did."
God, I was proud of my two sons! "Okay, guys, enough mom bashing," I told them.
We talked for another ten or fifteen minutes before saying goodbye. I always felt good after talking to the kids. Maybe my marriage was a bust but those kids made everything worth it.
I grabbed a beer and lay back in my easy chair with an old copy of Dashiell Hammett's 'Red Harvest' that I'd picked up in the used book store near the shop. I got about half way through the first page when I thought about Kendra dating a doctor. I decided the lady in green and the man in gray would have to wait. I closed the paperback and picked up my phone.
***
I already had a booth by the window and saw Cheryl as she pulled up. She saw me watching her and gave me a big smile on the way in. As I would expect either of my sons to do, I stood as she approached and waited until she took a seat opposite me before I sat back down. God, she had a beautiful smile.
Our waitress was there with menus almost immediately. She gave us both coffee while we looked them over then took our orders and was gone.
"Wow," Cheryl said, "twice in one month. If I didn't know better I'd say you were trying to get into my pants," she joked.
I couldn't believe the opening she had just given me. I had to chuckle before responding. "Did it work?"
She looked a little confused. "Did what work?"
"I talked to my boys tonight. They told me their mother is dating some doctor." Cheryl didn't even bat an eye. I thought that was a little strange. "Evidently she's convinced herself that her next husband should be in the field of medicine." Still no reaction from Cheryl; I guess I was staring at her, waiting for her to say something but just then our waitress showed with our pie. We'd both eaten already so this was just dessert.
We had a couple bites before I resumed. "You don't seem too surprised that she's already dating," I mentioned.
She finished chewing before answering. "His name is James Ross. He's a neurologist."
Now I was the one surprised. "You know about it?" I blurted out.
"Darin, we're from the same neighborhood, remember? We have a lot of the same friends, so does Kendra. She calls Betty Wright all the time. You know the three most effective forms of communication, right; telegraph, telephone, and tell a Betty? Hell, the whole subdivision knows about your divorce."
She looked at me and waited for me to say something but I was so stunned I was speechless.
"Anyway," she continued, "they've been going out for a couple of months. He's divorced with three kids but his ex lives in North Carolina so he rarely gets to see them."
"Why didn't you say something?" I asked, finally finding my voice. "Did you know the last time we had dinner?"
"Actually I found out just before your birthday. Remember when I asked if you were thinking about reconciling? I was debating whether I should tell you then. If you had told me yes I'm pretty sure I would have told you because I thought it was information you should have before making a decision like that, but when you said no I thought what the hell. I knew you'd find out sooner or later and it wasn't really my job to tell you; besides, I didn't want you to think I was trying to get you back in my bed before you were ready."



I wasn't quite sure how to react. It seemed the whole subdivision we lived in knew more about my divorce than I did. I did know one thing though...
"I'm ready," I said.
She looked up at me while the piece of apple pie she was about to eat fell from her fork. "You're ready...you mean..."
"If you are I am too," I responded.
"I've been ready, but what about honoring your vows whether she did or not. Isn't that what you said before you filed?"
"Yeah, I know. I was bound and determined I would stick to my morals but at this point it just seems silly. She's obviously moved on already. Looking back, I'm surprised I didn't see it coming. I didn't realize it at the time, I think because it happened so gradually, but I know Kendra's work took more and more of her soul until there was simply no space left in there for me anymore.
"No," I said, shaking my head, "I'm sure she already has her sights set on this doctor. Who knows, she may have had the hots for him long before all this started. In any event, our marriage is over. It doesn't make sense to pretend anything different and whether I start living my life again now or in another month, I don't feel the need to keep my marital commitments any longer."
Cheryl had to agree; having the character to stick to your guns is one thing but there comes a time when it becomes meaningless. "So you want to go back to what we were doing; friends with benefits?"
"That's going to be up to you," I said.
"Me?"
"Yeah," I didn't know exactly how to say what I wanted to say. I think I probably cleared my throat about three times before continuing. "I...I had a lot of time to think over the past few months and...well...I, ah, I...I'm a lot older than you and if I'm out of line just tell me. I know you only agreed to be friends with benefits but I...I was wondering if you'd let me take you out too sometimes.
She smiled. "Darin, I'd like that, I'd like it a lot."
"Yeah? I mean I'm fourteen years older than you and I don't want to hamper you when you're ready to start dating for real..."
"Darin—shut up," she said cutting me off rather emphatically. She almost seemed a little aggravated with me and I wasn't sure why. "So," she continued, "what you're saying is that I don't have to wait another month to get my bell rung again."
I smiled. Evidently she wasn't THAT ticked at me. "No, ma'am, my clapper is more than ready," I joked.
She accompanied me home that night and didn't leave until the next morning. The following evening we went out to dinner and took in a movie. I really enjoyed her company and she seemed to enjoy mine as well. I had to remind myself there could never really be anything serious between us because of our age difference. At forty-five, I was still a virile man with no problem getting it up but that wouldn't last forever. Who knew if that would still be the case ten or even five years down the road. I've read that women are just hitting their sexual peaks in their forties and fifties. Of course there was always the little blue pill but I knew that wasn't always a hundred percent effective. It just wouldn't be fair to her.
As unexciting as the rest of it was, life did go on. Our house sold about a month after Cheryl and I started dating. Kendra was at the closing. It was the first time I'd seen her in months. She looked about the same and was pleasant throughout the whole process but I got the impression she still held the divorce against me; she still believed she'd done nothing wrong.
It was great to have at least one of my boys living with me again but the summer went by way too fast. Both Doug and I kept in touch with Chad through three way and conference calling and they did the same with their mother. Just before school started again I did get some good news, Chad and Cheyenne talked it over and decided they would spend Christmas vacation here with me. I was going to get a chance to meet the girl who stole my son's heart. I couldn't wait.
In the mean time I had a very important birthday to plan for. September fourth was fast approaching. I made reservations at a romantic little bed and breakfast overlooking the Vermillian River. Then for a little adventure I picked up tickets to go white water rafting. It wasn't like shooting the Colorado River rapids but it was exciting enough for us. We both had a fantastic time.
It wasn't long after that, that I'd noticed a change in our sex sessions. I think it'd been happening gradually over time but the sex was becoming more meaningful, more emotional, more loving. Again, it concerned me. I wasn't sure how I felt about it. My feelings were still pretty raw over my divorce and then there was still the age difference.
October was a rough month for me. I felt myself slipping into depression again as the anniversary of Kendra's infamous announcement approached. Funny, I could still hear it word for word in my head. Thinking back to her lack of concern for me still hurt and I admit to shedding a few tears for what I had lost. That, and the fact that Doug was back in school and I missed him terribly, really had me down. Cheryl tried to perk me up but I even back away from her for a time. I needed to simply hide in the corner and feel sorry for myself for a while. Somehow she knew that and let me do what I needed to do. She was beginning to know me pretty damn well.
Luckily, I can only wallow in self-pity for a short time before chastising myself and joining the living again. Sometimes we need to fall back a step or two before charging ahead, at least I did.
When I did come out of my funk, Cheryl was right there to greet me. We were seeing each other almost every night after that and my growing passion to be with her was chipping away at my thoughts about our age difference. Once again I found myself in uncharted waters not knowing what to do. Then Cheryl lit my path.
We were lying in bed, both on our backs, staring up at the ceiling and trying to catch our breath after a fantastic two hours. "Darin, are you thinking of getting me anything for Christmas?"
I thought that was kind of a dumb question. Naturally, I was going to get her something. "Of course," I replied.
"I know how you could combine a Christmas gift with my next birthday present."
This sounded intriguing. "How can I do that?"
"Well, you know I've been taking the pill since we started making love."
"Yes." The fact that she said making love instead of having sex hadn't escaped me.
"Well, I'd like to stop."
I had to think about what she was saying for a moment. The first thing that flashed into my brain was that she wanted to stop having sex, then it hit me but before I could speak she took advantage of my dumbfounded silence and continued.
"Darin, when Tom and I were married we couldn't wait to have a family. Tragically, he was killed before that became a reality. Darin, I want a child so bad I can taste it and I'm not getting any younger. After Tom died I gave up on the idea because I didn't think I'd ever find another man I'd want as my baby's father but you've changed my mind. If I stop taking the pill now it'll take my body a little while to acclimate but I figure I'll be able to conceive around Christmas. If that happens the baby would be born around my birthday."
She didn't even give me a chance to respond before trying to eradicate the objections she anticipated. "Darin, there would be no financial obligations on your part. I have good insurance that will pay for prenatal care and all the hospital bills and I have a decent job plus the insurance money from Tom's death, so I wouldn't ask you for any support or money of any kind."
Talk about a bombshell. I had been scrutinizing my growing feelings for her but I had not even considered another child. I'm not sure why, it's a pretty natural thing to happen between two people who love each other but I guess at my age and having two already grown kids, it just didn't enter into the mix.
I could almost feel the air leaving her lungs in despair as I started to speak. "Cheryl, there's a lot more to being a father than just financial support. There's a responsibility..."
"You wouldn't have to worry about that," she blurted out. "I understand, you already have two beautiful kids, if you didn't want to be in her life I wouldn't pressure you."
"Cheryl, please let me continue."
"I'm sorry, go ahead," she said. I could hear the dejection in her voice.
"I couldn't be an absentee father, Cheryl; it's just not in me. I could not just stand by while my child grows up and not be part of his or her life."
I heard a quiet sob and looked over to see tears running down her face. I turned on my side to face her and rubbed her tears away with my finger. "But I think I have a solution to that problem," I said.
"What?"
"Well, you could marry me."
Her head snapped to the side as she intently stared into my eyes. "Do you mean that?"
"With all my heart," I assured her. "But before you answer me I want you to consider the difference in our ages. It doesn't mean that much right now but as we get older..."
"I see what you mean," she said, cutting me off again. "Yeah, just think, when you're a hundred I'll only be eighty-six," she said with a laugh.
I was serious. "Yeah, I'll also be sixty when you're just forty-six, seventy when you're just fifty-six."
"So what?"
She didn't get it. "Honey, you'll still be sexually active, in fact you'll be hitting your peak while I'll be well on my way to impotency."
"Do tongues go soft?"
"Honey, I'm serious. What..."
"Okay, then I'll be serious too," she said in an aggravated tone of voice. "That is the most disrespectful and insulting thing you've ever said to me."
"I'm just thinking of you," I said defensively.
"Oh...you really think I'm so damn shallow that sex is all I'm after...so shallow that I'd ask a man I didn't love to be the father of my baby or trade him in for a younger model someday?"
When she put it that way it did sound kind of bad.
"Okay, no I don't think you're shallow at all. I just want you to consider all the angles. There's one other too, I'll be sixty when our child will be fourteen. I'm not sure that's fair for him...or her."
"Darin, do you love me?" she asked flat out.
I didn't hesitate. "Yes, I do—very much."
"And I love you—very much. Do you believe you would love our child?"
"Of course, what kind of question is that?"
She ignored my agitated tone. "And I know our child will love his or her father so can we just put all the age nonsense to rest please."
I turned back to face the ceiling again with a sigh. I couldn't help it, the age difference still bothered me but it obviously didn't bother her at all. I just kept thinking about having another child that late in life. If the time-table worked the way Cheryl was hoping, I'd be forty-six when it was born. He or she would be thirty when I was seventy six.
"Are you still thinking about the age difference?" asked my new fiancé.
I didn't want to start an argument but I had to be honest. "Yeah; not so much between you and me, but our offspring. I'll be in my sixties when he's in high school. Most of the other fathers will be in their forties. Will he be embarrassed to have such an old father? My biggest concern is passing on when he's still young...or she," I corrected myself. As soon as I said it I knew I shouldn't have. I'd forgotten about Tom. I looked back over to her and saw fresh tears as she spoke.
"Damn it, Darin, tomorrow is promised to no one. The reason Tom and I bought that house was so we could raise a family. He died before we even got started. What if I'd been pregnant already? What if it happened a year later and we already had a baby? What if I get sick and die before you? If everyone thought like that no one would ever have kids. And as far as being embarrassed, if he is then shame on us for raising him like that," she said, flinging the sheet over on my side and getting out of bed.
We had spent a lot of time together over the last year. It was the first time I ever saw her angry.
"Where're you going?"
"Home," she curtly answered. "Call me when you get your head out of your ass."
I jumped out from my side of the mattress and hurried around the foot of the bed to confront her face to face. "You're not going anywhere," I said. "From now on we do things as a couple. I love you and I pray I live to be a hundred but if I don't, whatever time I have left I want to spend with you and our son...or daughter," I said with a smile.
"You mean that," she asked with a slowly developing smile. "No more of this old man crap?"
"No more old man crap," I confirmed before almost smothering her with a big, sloppy kiss. After finally coming up for air, we stopped for a bottle of champagne on the way to her house where we had an impromptu party, toasting to a long and happy life together while flushing her birth control pills down the toilet. From there we took the celebration to the bedroom. Once I was able to accept the role of being a new father again I was really looking forward to it. I was already anxious to get started making a baby but Cheryl wanted to slow down and do it right. She literally undressed me one button at a time. When she had me down to my birthday suit she had me sit on the edge of the bed while she started swaying her hips in time with the music she was humming. Salaciously, she started to remove her own clothing, piece by piece. I was at full mast before she even got my pants off. By the time she tossed her bra at me I was so hard I thought I would rip through my skin.
As she worked her way down, I was surprised to see Cheryl had shaved her pussy. She always had it nicely trimmed but said it felt strange to have it completely bare.
"I like," I said while staring.
She smiled. "I got tired of watching you pick hair out of your teeth," she replied before kneeling between my legs and teasing my straining manhood with the tip of her tongue.
I was literally in pain. She let out a small scream then giggled as I grabbed her and whipped her around me, throwing her on the bed. In a flash I was between her long legs. Cheryl stretched out her arms, welcoming me to her bosom as I slipped inside her. Before I started making love to my very special lady, I took a moment to hover over her and look into those gorgeous big blue eyes. I saw a love that I never saw in Kendra's eyes. I was truly blessed.
The next day I was once again swimming in a sea of mixed emotions. I was so happy I was walking on air, as they say; I was also nervous as hell at what the boys were going to think of their father. They'd never asked and I'd never volunteered anything about Cheryl or me even dating. They knew her of course from the neighborhood but I'm pretty sure it's going to come as quite a shock when I tell them we're getting married and, oh by the way, you're going to have a baby brother or sister; yeah, no pressure there.
While pondering over what to say I decided this was not something that should be said over the phone. It was a three hour drive but it had to be done. The next decision was whether to bring Cheryl along or not...I decided, not. I wanted the boys to be able to react without the restraints of having her there. When I discussed it with her she totally agreed.
...So, I made the call and arranged to spend that following Saturday with my two boys. I was going down there in time to have lunch with them. That's when I would tell them. I was staying long enough to have dinner as well. That would give them time to think about it and give me their reactions over a juicy steak.
I got tied up behind an accident on the way down there and called to let them know. We decided I'd meet them at the restaurant instead of the dorm. They gave me the address and I punched it into the GPS.
By the time I walked in, the boys were on their second cup of coffee. We exchanged hugs and sat down. Before I had a chance to pick up the menu the waitress was there asking for our orders. I think she was a little miffed that we'd already tied up her table for twenty minutes.
"What's good, guys?" I asked to save time.
"Three university burgers with everything," Doug told her. "You'll love it, dad, trust me," he said with a smile.
The waitress had barely turned her back when my oldest piped up. "Okay, dad; we kind of expected mom to be with you but since she isn't, what's the big mystery, what's going on?"
That surprised me. "Your mom? Why did you think she'd be with me?"
"Well, I don't think she's dating that doctor anymore and I just thought..." Chad just let the words hang.
"You thought we were getting back together? No, sorry guys. I haven't talked to your mother since we sold the house."
It was Doug's turn to ask. "So? What's the big mystery then, pops?"
Hearing that they were expecting a reconciliation with their mother made me even more nervous than I was. I took a sip of coffee. "Well," I stammered. "You guys remember Cheryl Tenneson."
"Yeah, sure," they said in unison.
"Nice lady; I really felt bad for her when her husband died," said Chad.
Doug was nodding his head in agreement.
"Well, we've been seeing each other. Actually, we've been seeing quite a bit of each other."
The boys looked at one another then back at me with unreadable expressions.
"We've grown very fond..." I stopped briefly. This was ridiculous. Both my boys were adults and I was trying to sugarcoat this as if they were children. I came out with it. "We've fallen in love, guys. I love her, she loves me, and we're getting married."
Suddenly their faces were not hard to read anymore; they were stunned! Chad started to speak. "Dad, I...I..." then stopped, obviously at a loss for words.
Doug spoke next. "Does mom know about this?"
"Not that I know of, although with all the gossips in our old neighborhood I wouldn't doubt it."
They looked at each other again before he continued. "It's just that, well, I don't think she does. The last time we spoke to her she kind of hinted that you and she were going to get back together."
That was news to me. "Doug, as I said, I haven't spoken to your mom since we closed on the house. I haven't a clue as to where she got that idea. I certainly gave her no such notion."
"You know mom, dad, she probably decided on her own and just hasn't had a chance to tell you yet," joked Chad.
Actually he was probably more right than he knew. "Well, I suppose she should be the next one I tell before she starts sending out the wedding invitations."
"Might be a good idea," Chad replied.
After the initial shock wore off the cross-examination started. They would make a great interrogation team. What question one didn't think of the other one did, but Chad was the more intuitive one.
"Dad, she's still pretty young; you thinking about having more kids?"
Doug's eyes flew open. He obviously never even considered it.
"Yes, we are. How do you feel about having a baby brother or sister?"
Complete silence...not a word from either of them for what seemed like hours but in reality was only a few seconds. Finally...
"Dad, you've always been loving, supportive, and involved in our lives. I think anyone who is that good at being a father should have tons of kids."
"Yeah," Doug confirmed his older brother's opinion.
"Really? You don't think I'm too old to go through it all over again?"
"Hell no, dad. Jeeze, I've seen you run around the shop at work. You've got more energy and stamina than most of the techs who are half your age. You're like the energizer bunny, dad."
Both Chad and I laughed at Doug's analysis.
After breakfast we spent the day together. Since they lived in the dorm we stayed outside. We've always enjoyed outdoor activities together. The day went quickly and was drawing to a close before I knew it. We sat enjoying the steak dinner I promised them.



"So, now that you guys have had all day to think about it--anymore thoughts on my earlier announcement?"
Chad spoke right up. "Not from me, Dad. I think it's great."
"Me too, dad. I'm kind of excited about having someone in the family who'll be younger than me. I'll get to be a big brother for a change," Doug responded.
I didn't get home till a little after one Sunday morning and was very surprised to see a nervous Cheryl waiting up for me. "How'd it go?"
I had to chuckle. "Here I thought you'd be in your own bed sound asleep."
"I tried but I just laid there so I thought I'd come over here and wait. The coffee's still fresh."
"Coffee? At one in the morning?"
She just shrugged so I walked over to the counter and poured myself a cup.
"You didn't answer me. Was it that bad?"
"No, honey, it wasn't bad at all. In fact Doug can't wait to be a big brother instead of the baby of the family."
"Really?"
"Yeah, really. Have you talked to your nosy neighbor lately?"
"Nosy neighbor?"
"Yeah, ah, that friend of Kendra's—Betty..."
"Wright, Betty Wright; no, not in a while, why?"
"Well, evidently Kendra has decided we're reconciling. At least that's what she hinted at with the boys."
"Ah ha; any truth to the rumor?" Cheryl asked with a big grin.
"Not that I'm aware of," I replied with a chuckle. "I wonder what happened to her doctor?"
"Maybe his stethoscope was too cold," she quipped. "More than likely though, it was his bedside manner. You have a wonderful bedside manner...ever think of becoming a doctor?" she joked.
I looked up at the ceiling and rubbed my chin, pretending to be thinking about it. "Hmmmm," I hummed, "yeah...maybe a gynecologist."
Cheryl smiled. "Come on, doc... I'm tired, what do you say we get some shut-eye."
The next morning we decided we'd go out for breakfast for a small celebration. As I sat enjoying my Eggs Benedict, my cell phone rang. I wasn't that surprised when I glanced at the display. I blew a kiss to Cheryl as I answered it.
"Hello, Kendra."
"Hi, Darin, how have you been?"
"I've been well, and you?"
"Okay, I guess. Darin, would it be possible for us to sit down and talk?"
I nodded my head, indicating to Cheryl that this was the call I was expecting. She just cocked her head to one side and made a sad face. I could see in her eyes that she felt bad for Kendra, knowing the disappointment she was about to experience.
I was not feeling the same sympathy. As long as it had been since I'd talked to her, just hearing her voice brought back some of the pain and anger. I tried to conceal it as I answered her. "Yeah, sure. Did you want to come to my apartment or meet publicly?"
"Ah...I...your apartment if it's okay with you."
"Okay, about three?"
"Yeah, that'd be great. Thanks, Darin. I'll see you at three," and with that she hung up.
"Don't be too hard on her, Darin. Remember, you had a lot of good years together."
I looked across the table. "What makes you think I'm going to be hard on her?"
"I could see the veins sticking out in your neck the whole time you were talking to her."
So much for hiding my animosity, but I had to smile at how well Cheryl was getting to know me. "I won't. I'll let her down easy...I swear," I added when I saw the questioning look on her face.
She didn't want to be around so Cheryl left about two. That gave me an hour to make coffee and try to settle my emotions. Cheryl was right; we'd shared a lot of good years together. Tidbits of some of the happier moments flashed through my mind and I couldn't help but smile when I remembered some of the family outings with the kids when they were younger.
It had been a long time since I'd cried over what I'd lost with Kendra but I could feel my eyes clouding with tears as visions of joy and laughter became so acute. I went in the bathroom to blow my nose and rinse my face. I took a deep breath and remembered how easily she dismissed my pain at her 'volunteer work' and the sadness once again turned to anger. It was that anger that occupied my emotional state right up to the moment I heard a faint, apprehensive knock on my door.
We went into the kitchen where she accepted my offer for coffee and we sat at the table like a married couple. After a couple minutes of small talk, Kendra got to the purpose of her visit.
"Darin, I'm not sure I ever told you how sorry I am for hurting you like I did. You were always so supportive of me that I guess I just thought that you'd see the importance of a study like that and still back me even though you didn't like it."
And there it was. Her attitude hadn't changed one iota. I knew she wasn't done talking but I'd already heard enough so I interrupted her. "Kendra, let me ask a question."
She nodded.
"Would that study have been able to be completed without your participation?"
"Yes, of course, but that wasn't..."
I'd heard it all before and wasn't interested in hearing it again so I butted in once more. "And would the result of the study have been any different without your contribution?"
She gave a small sigh showing her frustration before answering. "No, probably not."
"So as far as the results of the study were concerned, your involvement was inconsequential."
To that she had no reply.
"Kendra, it wasn't the fact that the study was so important, it was simply that you wanted to do it and you didn't care if it hurt me or not. You were going to do it no matter what."
I could see by the look on her face that this wasn't going according to her plan. "Kendra, the boys reminded me of something a little while ago. Do you remember when I wanted to buy that repair shop in town?"
"Yes, of course I do. I was so afraid you were going to risk everything. We'd only been in the house a little over a year. We could've lost it and been thousands more in debt."
"Yeah, you begged me not to take the chance. And what happened?"
"What do you mean? Nothing happened. You didn't do it."
"Exactly, as much as I wanted that shop I didn't go through with it because I had a family to think about. I was also hurt at the lack of confidence you had in me but I didn't say anything because I didn't want to make you feel bad."
"And I...I had the same opportunity to sacrifice something I wanted for the family and failed miserably."
Well, I thought, maybe I'm finally getting through to her. I didn't say anything. I just let her own words sink in. She just sat there, staring down at the corner of the table for a minute or more.
"I'm sorry, Darin. I...I guess..." She stopped talking and wiped the tears that were running down her cheeks. She finally looked up at me glassy eyed. "I really am sorry, Darin. You're right. I don't know why it took me so long to see it—especially since you're usually right."
She stood up and walked over to the counter and tore a paper towel from rack then sat down again and wiped her eyes with it. I hated to kick someone when they were down but she had to be told.
"Kendra, the boys told me you were hoping to get back together but I'm involved with someone and...well, we're planning to get married."
She looked up at me and looked like I'd just shot her dog in front of her. "Not Cheryl Tenneson?"
That really didn't surprise me. "Yes," I said, nodding my head.
"I...I knew you've been seeing her. I figured she was your so called friend with benefits but she's so much younger than us. I...I never thought it'd turn into something serious," she sniffled.
"I didn't either, to tell you the truth—not at first, anyway. We stopped seeing each other when I filled for divorce but we found we missed each other terribly. We've been practically living together for the last six months."
"I...I came here to see if we could get back together. I...I guess that's not possible now is it."
"No, Kendra, I'm sorry but it's not. What happened to that doctor you were dating?"
She looked surprised when I mentioned him but then looked back down with a chuckle, realizing the same information highway that fed her also fed me. "Jim?" she lamented. "I mainly went out with him because I was lonely and he was available. I got tired of him after a while though. He's just too damned full of himself; not really arrogant just boastful, always talking about himself and how great he is."
"Sorry, Kendra but you're still young and as beautiful as ever. You'll find someone."
"Not looking for another friend with benefits, are you?" she asked with a small, forced smile.
"I'm afraid not," I answered.
"I really blew it, didn't I."
"Hey, you have your work. I know how important it is to you and you'll find someone, I know you will."
Again, her smile was strained. "Yeah, maybe some day. I am going to take your advice and throw myself into my work. I've been considering some night courses. There are specialty fields that offer certificate or degree programs in nursing. I think I'll look into some of them."
"There you go," I said encouragingly.
She stood, put her arms around my neck and kissed me. I didn't resist, in fact I kissed her back. It would be the last one we ever shared and we both knew it. On the way out she asked if she'd be invited to the wedding. I told her if she wanted an invitation she had one. After all, her kids would be there.
She had more tears in her eyes as she left. I stood in the doorway and watched as she made her way into the parking lot. About half way to her car she turned, forced another smile, and blew me a kiss. It was that last kiss, the one that warmed the cool wintry air as it journeyed my way; that was the kiss that broke the wall of anger around my heart and I truly wished her well.
I knew Cheryl was probably sitting by the phone waiting for my call but I needed a little time to myself. I took a beer from the fridge and sat back in my recliner. I closed my eyes and drifted back to early memories of the woman I loved so dearly. Frankly, if it was possible to go back and recapture the past I'd do it in a heartbeat, but it's not. The past is exactly that, the past. So, it's time to look ahead to the future and my future was waiting for my call.
Epilogue:
It was a small wedding, just family and close friends. Even though I sent her an invitation, Kendra decided not to go after all. Chad said she wished us well but just couldn't bring herself to watch me marry someone else. Cheryl and I got to meet Cheyenne at the wedding instead of having to wait until Christmas. I saw immediately why Chad had fallen in love with her. She was as beautiful on the inside as she was on the outside.
It turned out that Cheryl scheduled things perfectly. Eight weeks after our wedding the doctor confirmed her pregnancy. Nine months later, just days after Cheryl's birthday, Dawn Chrystal Anderson appeared on the scene and made Chad and Doug very proud big brothers.
So- here I am, forty-six years old, changing diapers and getting up every other night for Dawn's two o'clock feeding. You couldn't wipe the smile off my face with TNT.
I heard from the boys that my ex is dating a professor from one of her classes and they think they're pretty serious about each other. I was glad to hear that. Kendra was not a bad person; she just had her priorities screwed up.
Chad and Cheyenne already have Dawn slated as the flower girl at their wedding and Doug is dating a girl from the area.
I heard last week that that repair shop in town is going up for sale again. I guess the owner is retiring. This time my wife is behind me all the way and encouraging me to go for it.
The other night I took a little quiet time for myself. While everyone else was sound asleep I snuck downstairs, popped the top on a cold one and stretched out on my recliner. I thought back over my life and really had no regrets. Life is good and getting better day by day.
The End.
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"Then tell her to go to the police...charge me with rape, go ahead!" he yelled. Al was out of his chair and flinging his arms in the air, he was so angry. "Dawn, I never touched her. I can't believe you'd think I'd do something like that!"
"Why would she lie?" Dawn yelled back. Now she was out of her seat as well. She marched right up and stared him in the eye. "Huh, tell me, Al, why would she lie?"
"I don't know, babe, but she is, I swear it. Call her; tell her to come on over. Let her accuse me to my face."
"Al, she doesn't want to be anywhere around you and I can't blame her."
"I can't believe you're actually buying into this crap. Dawn, we've known each other for three years. Do you really believe I'd force myself on someone; especially your roommate? Come on, I love you. I want to marry you. How stupid would I have to be to do something like that."
"I don't know, Al, but she has bruises on her wrists from where you held her down. She said she thought you'd been drinking. You came over looking for me and when you saw I wasn't here you forced yourself on her."
"Dawn, I didn't do it! Please, get that through your head. I did not force myself on Shannon or anyone else. God, this is a fucking nightmare! Did she tell this to anyone else or just you?"
"I...I don't know. I think Tom and Betty know about it. I'm not sure about Roy and Janet."
"Great, if she told Betty it'll be all over the campus by Monday. I won't be able to show my face anywhere. I'm going to see a lawyer. Friend or no friend, Dawn, I'm going to sue that bitch."
"I'd think twice about that, Al. If you force her hand she might have to go to the police. You could wind up in prison."
"Oh I doubt very much she'd go to the police. You see it's against the law to file a false police report and it takes more than just her word to convict me of rape, especially since I didn't do it. She'd be the one in trouble."
"Al...she has a witness."
"What? Who?" This just kept getting worse and worse. He couldn't understand how there could be a witness to something that never happened. This had to be a set-up, a conspiracy of some kind.
"I'm not going to tell you. I...I don't trust you anymore, Al. I'm not sure what you're capable of. Someone saw you. That's all I'm going to say."
"Oh this is ridiculous. When—when was this supposed to happen?"
"Al, let's just drop it. I..."
"Drop it? I can't drop something like this, Dawn. I'll be damned if I'm going to stand around while someone labels me a rapist." His heart was pounding. His nerves felt like someone had raked over them with a cheese grater. He tried to calm himself down for a second. "Come on, honey, who is this so-called witness?"
Dawn's eyes glistened from unspent tears. She had loved him with all her heart, now she wondered if she knew him at all. "Al, I...I think under the circumstances we should stop seeing each other."
It was as if she'd reached into his chest and ripped his heart out with her bare hand. How could she profess to love him and not know he wasn't capable of such of thing? Hell, he never even told off-color jokes in mixed company. It pretty much took the fight right out of him.
There was no mistaking the look on his face, it was pain, not the physical kind, the emotional kind, more pain than Dawn could ever remember seeing in anyone. She wiped away some tears that broke free and ran down her lovely cheeks. She loved him so much, or at least she loved the man she thought he was. Seeing his suffering had her head spinning with doubt and uncertainties. She didn't want to believe it and for a split second, questioned her friend's word-but only for a split second. The problem was she'd known Shannon a lot longer than Al and there was no reason in the world for her to lie. They were roommates, best friends; if anyone knew how she felt about him it was Shannon. She would never intentionally hurt her with a lie like that. That left only one other alternative...
"I see," he said. "So you've already tried, convicted, and sentenced me. I can't believe this. An hour ago I was just thinking how lucky I was. I had good friends, a four point grade average, a bright future, but most of all...what was most important was the mutual love I felt with the woman I intended to marry. And with one lie from someone I'm not even supposed to confront, it's all gone. Well, I suppose I should consider myself lucky. I might not have learned how little you really care for me until after we were married."
That was it; the end of a three year romance that both Dawn and Al had been sure would lead to marriage, kids, a white picket fence, and growing old together. Without saying another word, he walked out.
With so much anger clouding his brain, he had no idea where he was going. Outside her door he turned toward the campus and let his feet follow the sidewalk. For the first hundred yards he prayed he'd hear Dawn's voice begging him to come back but it didn't happen. All he heard were the leather souls of his shoes on the pavement.
Her apartment was only five blocks from the college; they were the most secluded and desolate five blocks he'd ever walked. By the time he found himself at the front gate of the campus he knew it was definitely over between them. Obviously she believed that lying bitch over him. That was unforgivable.
Across the street from the campus was a park with weathered green benches that needed sanding and repainting. It was a good thing there was no traffic because Al's mind was so preoccupied he didn't even look before crossing. His legs seemed to give out on him as he started to sit and he almost fell onto the uncomfortable wooden structure.
His surroundings were nonexistent. He was totally focused on the lie Shannon had told and couldn't understand how anyone could believe such a thing about him, let alone Dawn. He wondered what his future held for him. It was a no-brainer that word would spread throughout the small college. If Dawn believed it there was no reason to think others wouldn't as well. What about after graduation; would this terrible lie follow him into the workforce?
He needed to get away-go home for a while where he could think and talk things over with his parents; although they were never very supportive of him. He never seemed to measure up in their eyes...especially his dad's. Still...
He needed someplace to go and he couldn't think of anywhere else. Al pulled out his phone and tapped the picture taken at his parent's twentieth anniversary party.
He heard his mother's voice as she picked up the house phone. "Hello."
"Hi, mom; it's me."
"Hi honey; this is a surprise. You don't usually call on a Saturday. Don't you usually spend Saturday's with Dawn and your friends?"
"Yeah, well, not today," he lamented.
"What's the matter? You sound a little down. Is everything okay?"
"Ah," he said, taking a deep breath. "Not really. You're not going to believe this. A girlfriend of Dawn's is accusing me of forcing myself on her. I..."
"What!" she shrieked. "You didn't, did you?"
"Mom, how can you even ask me that?" Just then he heard his dad's reaction to his mother's question.
"Didn't do what? What's he done now? Here give me the phone...Al, this is your father. What did you do?"
"Dad, I didn't do anything. A girl on campus has accused me of forcing myself on her but..."
"Forcing yourself; you mean raping her? What the hell is wrong with you? I raised you better than..."
That was it, he'd had enough abuse. It was the last straw. "You know what, screw you too," he yelled before disconnecting. That was it, the preverbal piece of straw. Throughout his entire life he could never figure out what he needed to do to measure up in his father's eyes. He couldn't remember a single time in his entire life when his dad stood by him. He recalled an instance in the fourth grade when he got into a fight on the school playground. The teacher even told his dad the other kid had started the fight—that I was just defending myself, he remembered. "But dad didn't care," he mumbled aloud. "I got punished anyway. Well, fuck him—fuck them all."
A little earlier he'd never been hurt by anyone like he'd been hurt by the woman he loved. Since then the hurt had turned into anger, now it was metastasizing into something else again...bitterness! He'd spent his whole life trying to be the best person he could be and what had it gotten him; parents who couldn't care less whether he lived or died and a girlfriend who thought he was capable of rape.
He stood; "Fuck'em all," he yelled as he threw his phone as far as he could. He turned his back while it was still sailing through the air. He didn't care where it landed. There was no one he wanted to talk to anyway.
Never in his life had Al ever felt so lonely or so depressed. It was as if he was dangling above a dark, bottomless canyon just wondering when the rope would snap. He needed to get away; he needed to get his feet on firm ground again, if that wasn't possible by going home then somewhere else, he didn't much care where.
He looked at his watch. It was only four-thirty. If he hurried he still had time to get to the bank before they closed. He jogged across the campus grounds to his dormitory. Terry, his roommate was sitting in the hall outside the door, plunking on his guitar. He said nothing but just nodded his head as Al quickly stepped past him on his way into their room. A moment later Al came back out with his twenty-one speed road bike over his shoulder.
Terry looked up from his fretboard. "Hey, man, where you going?"
"Out," he answered. He never looked back. If he had, he'd have seen the evil sneer on his roommate's face.
Once outside again, Al hopped on his bike and took off for the mile long trip to the nearest branch of his bank. He had been banking there since he started college more than three years earlier. In addition to a small checking account, he had a secret savings account he started when he met Dawn. It was going to be a surprise so he could buy her a nice engagement ring. There was a little over thirty-one hundred dollars in it. That plus the hundred and fifty he had in the checking would hold him for a little while. He closed out both accounts and said goodbye to the tellers before leaving.
He unlocked his bike and let out a deep sigh as he placed his left foot in the toe strap and pushed off swinging his right leg over the seat and catching the other pedal at its highest point. A ghostly sense of death haunted his wake, the death of those he was leaving behind, not physically of course, but in his mind.
Al had been on the road for half an hour by the time Terry had showered and was on his way to Dawn's apartment. She came to the door when she heard his knock.
"Oh, Terry; come on in. I thought it might have been Al."
"Naw, he took off on his bike a little while ago. He didn't look like he was in a very good mood so I figured you guys must have had it out. I thought I'd come over and see if there's anything I can do."
Dawn had never cared for Terry that much. His parents had big money and he always seemed a little arrogant, but since he witnessed Al leaving the apartment after attacking her roommate...well, he seemed to be a kindred spirit of a kind.
"That's sweet, Terry; thank you. I don't really think there's much you can do. Shannon will be back in a little while. She didn't want to be here when Al came over."
"Yeah, I can understand that. It's still hard to believe he'd do something like that. You think you know someone..."
"Yeah, I'm still having a hard time with it. He's always been such a gentleman. Hell, when we first met I had to practically throw myself at him before he'd make a move. It...it's just not like him."
"Unfortunately, we can't just look into someone's heart and see what's actually in there. I know it's hard now but you really should consider yourself lucky that you found out when you did.
"Listen, you need some cheering up. Why don't you jump in the shower. When Shannon gets here I'll take you both out for a nice dinner. Maybe we can even squeeze in a little dancing somewhere, what do you say?"
"I don't think so, Terry. It's a great offer but I'm really not in the mood. Maybe Shannon would like to go."
Before Terry could put up a fight, Shannon came through the door.
"Go where?" she asked.
"I was just telling Dawn I'd like to take you two out to dinner tonight. She and Al just had it out and she's feeling pretty bad. I thought it might cheer her up."
"Hell yeah," Shannon jovially remarked.
Dawn thought her friend seemed awful cheery for someone who had been raped not twenty hours prior. "How can you be in such a happy mood?"
"Look, it isn't like I'm a virgin. Yes, the bastard raped me but I'm not going to let it ruin my life. I do feel sorry for you though. What happened anyway? Are you going to continue seeing him? Because if you are..."
"No," said Dawn, cutting off her friend. "We split up. He...he took off."
"Good," commented Shannon. "I would be worried about you being out with him. Maybe he's bi-polar or something but I wouldn't trust him anymore, that's for sure." She saw a tear break free and run down her friend's cheek. "Ah, I'm sorry, Dawn. I shouldn't have said anything. Come on; let's let money bags here take us both out to dinner. It'll take your mind off things for a while."
"Come on, Dawn," Terry said, joining in. "We'll go anywhere you want to go."
"I don't know. I'm really not in the mood."
She looked at Shannon who was making a pouty face like she always did when she wanted Dawn to do something with her. "Oh, okay," she said, giving in with a sigh. "Some place nice though. I don't want to take a chance on running into Al somewhere. I just couldn't handle it right now."
"How about the Chez' Paul."
"Oh, Terry, I didn't mean that nice. I just don't want to go to Denny's or Applebee's. Besides, I doubt if we could even get in Chez' Paul on a Saturday night. It's by reservation only. You'd never get one this late."
Without saying another word, Terry pulled out his cell phone, thumbed through the menu, and tapped on one of the contacts. "Yes, is Gene there, please? Tell him it's Terry Belshaw." He stared at Dawn with a smirk for minute while waiting. "Gene, hey old buddy; yeah, doing good, how about you? Listen, I need a table for three tonight. Yeah...say an hour or so...thanks, old buddy." He broke the connection and looked up at Dawn with a big smile. "Done; you've got forty-five minutes to get ready."
She had to admit—THAT was impressive! "Alright, I guess I can't say no now can I? I'm not even sure what I'll wear to a place like that."
"Come on," Shannon said. "You get your shower and I'll pick out something for us to wear. Hurry up."
The girls went into the bedroom while Terry went to the fridge and took one of Al's favorite beers. He lounged back on the couch while waiting.
Dawn stepped in the shower. Being alone was not good. All she could think about was Al. She still couldn't understand it. The sound of the shower covered the sound of her crying. The warm cascading water may have washed away her tears, but it did nothing for the pain in her heart. By the time she wrapped a towel around her and stepped into the bedroom, Shannon had their clothes lying on the bed.
"Are you wearing that little cocktail dress?"
"No, that's for you. I'm wearing this," she replied, holding up a white blouse and small, red skirt."
"Shannon, I can't wear that dress. It's too short. It's four inches above my knees."
"So, it isn't like you don't have the legs for it."
"It...it doesn't feel appropriate. I just broke up with the man I was going to marry."
"All the more reason," commented Shannon. "What's that they say about getting right back up on the horse? Speaking of which...I understand Terry is pretty well hung."
"Shannon..."
"I'm just saying," she said in a melodic speaking voice and with a big grin. "Come on, we don't have time to debate it. Put the damn dress on and let's go. It isn't often we get invited to the Chez' Paul."
Reluctantly, Dawn adorned the short, black dress. She had to admit, she looked HOT.
"Damn!" was all Terry could articulate as they presented themselves. "I am going to be the envy of every guy in that place."
Between Terry and Shannon they were able to keep Dawn's mind off of her break up for most of the evening. It was Shannon mostly. It wasn't the first time she had to cheer her friend up like that. She knew what buttons to push and she could always make her laugh.
Terry was at least tolerable, although every now and then the specter of conceit would peek out from his charm. It turned out that his dad had gotten him a membership at the local country club. That's where he met Gene, the restaurant's manager.
It must be nice to be so rich, thought Dawn; which brought up a question. "Terry, with your dad's money you could go to college just about anywhere. What are you doing living in the dorm at a small college like Governor's State?"
"It's my dad's alma mater," he replied. "The dorm is his idea too. He wants me to have the full experience of college life," he chuckled. "He wasn't always rich. He made his fortune after going into business and credited the education he got here, so..."
"He wants the same for you," Dawn said, anticipating what he was going to say.
"Yup," he said with a smile. "I wanted to go to Northwestern and hang out with all the future movie stars but it wasn't in the cards so here I am."
Once again, as he said that, Dawn saw a sliver of that pretentiousness she didn't like. Just the inflection in his voice; it was almost like he wanted to finish his statement by saying, 'so here I am with all you peons.'
"What about you girls, someone said you've known each other for a long time."
Shannon didn't speak up so Dawn answered. "Yeah, we met in the fifth grade and been BFF's ever since."
"How come you have an apartment and don't live in the dorm?"
Again, Dawn fielded the question. "They couldn't guaranty we'd be able to live together so we looked around for a cheapo apartment. We really lucked out with that place. Mrs. Cooper, the landlady is very nice. After retiring, her husband built the apartment over the garage for extra income. He suffered a stroke a couple years ago so we don't see him much anymore but she's still pretty active."
Dawn was ready to go back home after dinner but her escorts wouldn't hear of it. Instead they took her to a bar that had live music. She did do some dancing, mostly with Shannon but she also danced a few with Terry and even a couple other guys. They didn't make it back to the apartment until almost one in the morning. Terry tried to kiss her good night but she turned her cheek so he took what he could get.
The next morning Shannon was making coffee when Dawn sat down at the kitchen table feeling a little worse for wear.
Shannon took one look at her and laughed. "Don't tell me you can't take it anymore? You look like hell there, girlfriend."
"Thanks, I love you too," she snickered back.
Shannon took a couple of cups down from the cupboard and filed them both. She set them on the table then took Dawn's creamer from the fridge and put it down next to her coffee.
"Thanks," Dawn weakly acknowledged.
"Terry's pretty nice isn't he. Hey, Brian and I are going to the movies next Saturday night. Why don't we double date? We haven't done that in a while."
"I don't think so, Shannon. I'm not really crazy about Terry."
"What? Are you nuts, girl? He's good looking, smart, and his dad has more money than God; not to mention he's crazy about you. Jesus, what's not to like?"
"I don't know, it's...I guess it's his attitude. He comes off like he thinks he's better than everybody else sometimes."



"Oh, yeah, I forgot, he's honest too," Shannon quipped.
Dawn just looked at her.
"Okay, okay, so he's a little full of himself sometimes, big deal. You can overlook that once he starts buying you expensive jewelry." Dawn didn't say anything and Shannon knew her well enough to know conceited people turned her off. "Okay, the least you can do is give the guy a shot."
She wasn't convinced. "I don't know..."
"Well at least think about it."
"Yeah, okay, I'll think about it," Dawn promised.
The rest of the day was pretty quiet. Shannon left the apartment for a little while and didn't say where she was going but she was only gone a couple hours. No more was said about her and Al although she couldn't keep him from invading her thoughts from time to time.
When Monday rolled around, Dawn found herself very conflicted. She and Al shared a class together. It was a two o'clock class on nonfiction literature. She'd never tell Shannon but in spite of what he'd done, she missed him. She certainly didn't want another confrontation, especially in public, but she did want to see him—just to make sure he was alright.
The problem was he wasn't there. That concerned her. Rarely did Al ever miss a class. Maybe he didn't come because he knew she'd be there? Well, she was convinced he'd show up sooner or later. He wouldn't risk failing a class just because she was in it. Luckily, she had her part-time waitressing job to go to later that night. For the first hour of her shift she'd glance toward the door every time it opened to see if it was him but he never showed.
Later that night she had a hard time getting to sleep. Every time she closed her eyes she'd see the pain screaming from behind his eyes when she told him she was breaking things off.
Tuesday was a carbon copy of Monday, he wasn't in class nor did he show at the restaurant that evening. When she didn't see him in class again on Wednesday she was really getting concerned. She thought about calling Terry, after all they were still roommates. She had resisted calling him earlier because she didn't want Shannon to know she was still worried about Al after what he did but after four days she had to check on him.
"Hi, Terry, it's Dawn."
"Hi, Dawn," he answered, elated that she called. "Hey, I saw Shannon; she said something about double dating on Saturday. I guess we're all going to the sh..."
"Terry, I haven't made up my mind yet but that's not why I'm calling. Al hasn't been in class all week. Is he sick or something?"
He was a little ticked that she wasn't calling to confirm their double date and even more ticked that she was asking about Al. He wanted to give her a little time to get over the guy so he wasn't pressuring her but after talking to Shannon he thought everything was all set for Saturday. "Dawn, I haven't seen Al since he took off on his bike last Saturday," he said, trying to keep the anger out of his voice.
Dawn hadn't even considered he hadn't returned since then. She was speechless while her brain was processing what he'd just said. Finally it registered. "You mean you haven't seen him at all since then?"
"Nope, now what about Saturday night; are we going or..." Suddenly he was talking to a dead line.
Again, she remembered the look of heart break and anger on Al's face as he left her apartment and wondered what other emotions he may have been experiencing; emotions that she couldn't read. For a moment her thoughts were frozen with fear. Finally reason worked its way through the fog. His parents...of course, she thought. He went home. That was the logical conclusion.
"Dawn, break's over," she heard the restaurant manager call.
"Yeah, I know. I need another five minutes," she answered. "I just have to make one more call." She hurriedly scrolled through her contacts. "Hello, Mrs. McCain?"
"Yes, who is this please?"
"Mrs. McCain, this is Dawn Spencer. How are you?"
"Oh, Dawn; it's nice to hear from you. How are you?"
"Ah, I'm okay. Listen, I just wanted to check and make sure Al is okay."
"Al? Isn't he there with you?"
"No, we, ah...we had a falling out a few days ago and I haven't seen him since. I...I thought maybe he went home."
"No, dear, we haven't seen him. He did call last week. Does this have anything to do with some girl saying he attacked her?"
Dawn was trying to hold it together but was getting more frantic by the minute. "Yeah, Mrs. McCain. Did he say anything when you talked to him; where he was going or anything like that?"
"No, I'm sorry, Dawn. We didn't talk long. His father got on the phone and started to yell at him and Al hung up on him. I wanted to call him back but Ralph wouldn't let me. He says he made his bed, he can lie in it."
Wow, Dawn thought; it certainly didn't sound like he got a lot of support from his folks. She wondered if there was a reason. Had he done something like this in the past? She had to ask. "Mrs. McCain, I've only known Al for three years. Has he ever attacked anyone before?"
"Oh no, never," she stated. "Al's always been a good boy. His father's just always been kind of hard on him. You don't really think he attacked that girl, do you?"
"Ah, I...I don't know what to think, Mrs. McCain." She was in silent thought again for a few seconds then wondered... Mrs. McCain, is he really not there or did he just tell you to say that if I called. If he did, just say yes."
"No, I'm sorry, Dawn but he's not here, honest. When you see him though, ask him to call me when his dad's not home. I know my boy. He'd never attack anyone so I'd like to find out what this is all about."
"I will Mrs. McCain. I'll tell him as soon as I see him."
Suddenly Dawn felt like she was breaking out in a cold sweat. Where could he be? Al never spoke much about his parents. She'd only met them a couple of times and they were short visits. Now she understood why. She thanked his mom then decided there was only one more person to call.
"Dawn!"
"Yeah, just a minute," she snapped back at her boss. She hit the call button.
"Hola."
What the hell? A Spanish speaking woman just answered Al's phone. Now she was confused. "Ah, hello; who is this?"
"Who is this?" the woman responded with a heavy Spanish accent.
"I am Al's girlfriend," she snarled. "Now who the hell are you?"
Suddenly the woman sounded frightened. "I...I did nothing wrong."
Dawn was getting exasperated. "I didn't say you did. I'm calling for Al McCain. Please put him on the phone."
"I...I'm sorry; I know no one named Al."
"Then how the hell did you get his phone?" Her voice went up several decibels.
"My son, he found it in the park," she replied.
"Dawn, if you don't get your ass out here right now I'm sending you home for the night," yelled her angry boss.
She was now bewildered and confused. She hung up because she couldn't think of any more questions to ask the woman. It didn't make sense. How could someone just find his phone like that? Where the hell was he?
"Dawn..." Her boss went to the break room to retrieve her but stopped when he saw she was white a sheet. "Ar...are you feeling okay? You don't look good."
Her eyes were listless as she looked up at him. "Ah, I...I have to go," she said in a voice that matched her eyes.
She was normally a good employee, a hard worker, and reliable. Obviously something was wrong so he told her to let him know if there was anything he could do and let her go for the night. Dawn was so preoccupied she didn't even think to thank him.
There was one more possibility. From Monday through Thursdays, Al worked as a bartender at Plato's Place. She hated to spend the money on a cab but she had no choice. She nervously waited outside the restaurant until it came.
She was happy to see the owner behind the bar when she walked in. She'd met him a couple of times when she was in there with Al. He seemed like a nice guy.
"Hi, Steve..."
"Hey...Dawn, right?" He didn't wait for her to answer. He had his own questions. "Hey, where's that lazy boyfriend of yours? Is he sick?"
Her heart sunk. "You mean he hasn't been in?"
"No; I haven't seen him since Friday night. Is he okay?"
"You mean Thursday night. He stays home and studies on Friday nights."
"No, I mean Friday night. My other bartender's wife was having a baby. Al came over to fill in for him."
"A...are you sure that was Friday night—last Friday night?"
"Last Friday night, yeah, of course I'm sure. The place was hopping. We worked shoulder to shoulder all night."
"What time did he come in?" she asked with a frantic voice.
"Eight o'clock, just like always; eight to two."
Dawn's legs felt weak and she sat heavily on a barstool. She lied, she told herself. Her best friend lied to her. Why? Why would she do something like that? She started to tear up. Finally Steve's voice broke through her cerebral daze.
"Dawn...are you okay?"
"Ah, oh Steve, I've done a terrible thing. I...I share an apartment with my girlfriend. Al always stays home on Fridays to study. It's about the only time he gets all week so I usually leave him alone and go to the library. Last Friday night my girlfriend said he came over to the apartment and molested her."
"What? Al? That's ridiculous; he'd never do anything like that."
"Your right, Steve, and that's exactly what I should have said. Instead I believe her. I got home about nine-thirty. My girlfriend was there and it looked like she'd been crying. She said Al had come by about eight and forced himself on her when he found out she was alone. There was another guy there who said he saw Al leaving the apartment about eight-thirty. He said it looked like he was angry so he knocked to see if everything was okay. That's when he found my girlfriend with her blouse ripped and almost in shock.
"I broke up with him and now he's disappeared. No one's seen him, his parents don't know where he is, and some Spanish woman said she found his phone in the park. I'm really worried, Steve. You don't think he'd hurt himself do you?"
Steve couldn't decide whether he was pissed at her or felt sorry for her. He knew how much Al loved her. Hell, she was the only thing he ever talked about. He could only imagine how devastated Al must have been. He tried not to sound incriminating. "I don't know, Dawn. I hope not. You should call the police and report him missing." He didn't want to tell her but if Al didn't have his phone on him, maybe he didn't have his wallet either. He could be a John Doe in the morgue.
"Yeah," she answered, still in a daze. "That's a good idea. I'll do it right now." She pulled out her phone before realizing she didn't have the cop's number. "Do you think they'll get mad if I call nine-one-one?"
"Yeah, that's for emergencies only. Here," he said looking at one of several phone numbers taped to the wall behind the bar. "The number's eight three six, nine one one two."
Steve listened in for several minutes while Dawn gave all the information to the cop on the other end of the phone. She told him her worries about Al possibly hurting himself and of the Spanish woman who now had his phone. The whole time she spoke, more and more tears were starting to flow and her voice was getting weaker. Toward the end of the conversation, the cop gave Dawn an email address for sending in a picture of Al from her phone. Steve prayed they didn't ask her to go and identify a body when she was all done. He sighed with relief when she hung up.
"What'd they say?"
"They're going to send his description and photo out to all the patrol cars and hospitals in the area. They're also going to contact that Spanish woman and see if they can get any more out of her. He said they'll take his phone from her and put it into evidence just in case of foul play. Oh Steve, I'm so scared."
"You did about all you can do, Dawn; that and pray, I guess. Here," he said, handing her a napkin to dry her eyes. "Can I get you a glass of water?"
She just nodded while she wiped the napkin over her eyes several times. "Why, Steve," she questioned as he laid the glass down on the bar in front of her. "I've known Shannon since we were kids. She knew I was in love with Al. Why would she lie to me like that? Why would she want to hurt me like that?"
The anger he felt earlier had pretty much subsided; only the sympathy remained. "I don't know, Dawn. Maybe she was jealous. It happens; sometimes people are jealous of someone else but it takes years to show itself. That's the only thing I can think of. Either that or she got really pissed at either you or Al for some reason. Did you have a fight or anything?"
"No," she sniffled.
Steve set several more napkins in front of her.
"We never fight and if she and Al would have gotten into it for some reason he'd have said something. God, Steve, what am I going to do if something's happened to him. I'll never forgive myself," she sobbed.
"Dawn, you were lied to. You can't blame yourself."
She stayed another half an hour while Steve tried to convince her it wasn't her fault. It was after ten by the time he put her in a cab and slipped the driver a twenty to take her home. She knew Shannon would be at the apartment when she got there.
Shannon hadn't been home long. She'd just gotten out of the shower and was putting her robe on when Dawn walked in. Shannon saw her red, puffy eyes and the tracks where tears streaked her cheeks. "Dawn, what's..."
She never even saw it coming. The open hand blow was so hard that it spun Shannon's head around and knocked her across the bed. The attack was so sudden she was scared to death as she felt the side of her face with her hand. She looked into the raging face of her long-time friend with fear.
"WHY DID YOU LIE TO ME? WHY, WHY WOULD YOU DO THAT TO ME?" Dawn screamed while leaning over her former best friend. She burst out in tears again as she sat on the bed and threw her face in her hands.
Still shocked, it took Shannon a minute to get her voice back. "I...I didn't..."
"STOP LYING!" Dawn shouted. "Al was at work all night Friday night. He was there with his boss serving drinks at the same time you said he raped you!"
Oh shit, Shannon cursed at herself. The jig was up. She never thought about getting caught in her lie. Al always spent Friday nights in his dorm room alone. Shit, shit, shit.
The side of her face felt like it was on fire. Before saying anything, she was going to get up and get something out of the freezer to put on it. Maybe she could come up with some kind of back up lie in the meantime.
***
Al was surprised at how much real estate he'd been able to put between him and his problems. Between his anger, adrenaline, and his life-long love of biking, he was already in Ohio.
He could have been a lot further if he'd had a course mapped out or even knew where he was going. He stayed off the main highways and just kept following county roads. East, that was the general direction but that was as far as his route was planned.
If he had been thinking at all he'd have thrown some clothes in his back pack before he took off. Talk about roughing it; he didn't stop Saturday night until two in the morning, not even to eat. Then he grabbed a couple winks on a park bench in Indiana somewhere. He was going to stop and buy some clothes on Sunday but just kept going. He didn't actually stop until Monday when he saw a Target in some small town in Ohio. By then he was smelling pretty rank and making himself sick. He was embarrassed going into the store like that but then he thought, hell—it's not like I'm ever going to see any of these people again. So, he stuck out his chin and went in to buy a couple shirts, a pair of slacks, some underwear and socks, a backpack and a small nylon pup tent. The pretty, young lady behind the register wrinkled her nose when he stepped up to pay.
It was early evening when he stepped out of the store. He'd already spent two nights in a row sleeping under the stars so he thought he'd treat himself to a shower and an actual bed for the night. He asked around for the cheapest motel in town...and found it; forty-five dollars a night and the cockroaches were free.
There was a coin operated laundromat only a couple blocks away so he took a shower then changed into clean clothes before washing the dirty ones. He felt like a new man by the time he stopped into a little diner for some supper.
The place didn't look that much different than where Dawn worked. Try as he did to not think about her, it was his first thought as soon as he walked in the door. He wondered what she was doing. Did she even know he left? Did she care? Probably not—not if she believed that bitch she lived with and she obviously did. His mind blocked out everything else around him as he drifted back to that last conversation.
She said there was a witness? This was obviously some kind of a conspiracy against him but by who...and why? He wasn't aware of having any enemies. He still wondered about Dawn—was she in on it or was she a victim?
Soon regret was squeezing its way between the anger and pain. Maybe I shouldn't have left, he questioned himself. I guess I could always go back—try to get to the bottom of this—see if I can find out who has it in for me. I could start with Shannon, but how would I get her to tell the truth? I couldn't threaten her physically, that would only make me look more guilty.
Damn, he wondered, was this just some stupid elaborate plot between Shannon and Dawn to dump me? But why would she go to those extremes?
He had finished eating by the time he realized it just didn't matter. Nothing mattered anymore. All his life he had tried to be someone he was proud of. To find out even his own parents thought him capable of such a horrendous act was more than heart breaking, it tortured his very soul.
No, there was no going back. What for? If living his life the way he had didn't convince those he loved, no amount of denial or proof was going to assure them of his innocence. No, he was alone. In the past he'd always hated being alone, now he'd embrace it. At least when the hurt finally goes away he won't have anyone else to hurt him again.
That night, in spite of the tormented thoughts swirling around in his brutalized brain, Al was still tired enough to be able to fall asleep.
Waking up in an actual bed for the first time in several days was nice. Al threw the sheet from his naked torso and swung his legs over the side, planting his feet on the cheap carpeting. He raised his head and the first thing that caught his eye was the checkout card on the back of the door. That's when everything from the last several days came into focus. Being careful not to flash anyone, he stood off to the side and pulled the drapes back three or four inches to peek outside. He knew he was in Ohio but that was as far as it went. From what he could see, it wasn't anywhere he wanted to stay.
After a nice long shower, Al made his way to the little diner again for a good, hearty breakfast. He wasn't sure how long he'd be on the road before eating again. On the way out of town he stopped at a Convenient store for a few Granola bars and to fill his water bottle then was back on his way. The sun had moved from in front of him, over his head, and was at his back by the time he stopped again.
During the day he had passed right through a couple more small towns but he was getting hungry so this one he would stop in. As he walked into the first diner he came to he wondered if they were all going to remind him of the one Dawn worked in.
He could run from the people but he couldn't run from his thoughts and memories. They'd been his constant companion since he left. At times the little voice in his head whispered notions of reconciliation and finding a way to work things out. Other times that same voice screamed in his ear with anger, pain, and rage, I don't need them, it would exclaim, fuck'em!



***
Shannon and Dawn got nothing resolved on Wednesday night. Shannon's jaw hurt too much to talk and Dawn was too upset to listen anyway. They were both crying when they went to bed that night.
Shannon knew she had screwed up badly. Her intentions were good, at least that's what she told herself but she never thought about the consequences of being caught. With all the years they'd known each other, seldom did they ever disagree. But this was serious. She could lose her best friend over this.
She had an early class on Thursday. Dawn was still sleeping on the couch when she left so she wrote a quick note and put it next to the coffee pot where she knew Dawn would see it.
Dawn, I'm so sorry. I'll confess to both you and Al this evening. I honestly thought I was doing you a favor but I see now my intentions were misguided. I'll see both of you this afternoon, after school.
Shannon
Dawn was so emotionally drained she didn't wake up until after nine. She had a ten o'clock class so she had to get going. By the time she got out of the shower there was no time for breakfast. She left the apartment without seeing the note.
As she approached the college she noticed two squad cars in the park. She glanced around and saw four officers combing the grounds. She thought back to the Spanish woman saying she found Al's phone in the park and put two and two together. She looked at her cell phone for the time. She only had seven minutes before class started. Screw it, she told herself. Talking to the cops was more important than her class.
She approached the nearest cop. "E...Excuse me, are you looking for Allen McCain?"
"Yes, ma'am," he answered, looking up. "Do you have any information on his whereabouts?"
"No, I...I'm his girlfriend. I'm the one who called. I'm so worried about him. Have you found out anything yet?"
"I'm afraid not. Can you tell me anymore? Did you have a fight or anything like that?"
The officer from the previous night hadn't asked a lot of questions; only enough to fill the missing person's report out. She was so ashamed for accusing Al of something he didn't do, she really hated to answer the officer's question but she wasn't going to hold anything back.
"I'm afraid it was more than a fight. My best friend accused him of raping her. Just last night she admitted she lied about the whole thing."
Sergeant Rawlings stood there staring at her for a few seconds. "That's a hell of a thing to falsely accuse someone of. Of course you believed the girlfriend," he said, reproachfully.
The accusatory tone in his voice did nothing to relieve her guilt. She slowly nodded her head without any attempt of an excuse.
"When was this?"
"Saturday afternoon, about four o'clock," she told him. "He...he left my apartment and went back to his dorm room to get his bike. No one's seen him since. I called his mom..."
"Yeah, we talked to them. They don't seem to be as worried about him as you are; not the father anyway."
"Yeah, Al never talked about his dad too much. I don't think they got along very well."
"Well, to be honest, it sounds like he just took off. I doubt if any foul play was involved in his disappearance. To be falsely accused of something like that, especially by somebody you care about, I'm sure was distressing for him. He'll most likely take a week or so to cool off then come back."
"God, I hope you're right. I've got to tell him how sorry I am," she said while starting to tear up again. "Even if he never forgives me, I at least have to tell him."
As she left the park, heading into the campus, a young officer approached his superior, Sergeant Rawlings. "Wow, Sarge, who was that? Damn, what a cutie."
"The missing guy's girlfriend," he answered. "And you can get those thoughts right out of your head," he admonished. "You know better than to even think about starting a relationship with someone involved in a case. If we find any evidence of foul play she could very well become a suspect. Besides, I don't really think she's in the market for a new boyfriend right now. She's shouldering a lot of guilt concerning the one that's missing."
Dawn looked at the time again. She was already fifteen minutes late. Screw it, she told herself. She was planning a trip to the administration offices after the class so she decided to blow-off the period altogether and go over there instead.
She had three more classes that day so she ate in the cafeteria and spent the rest of the day on campus. On her way home she looked over to the park but the cops were gone.
When she had to use her key she knew Shannon wasn't home yet but she wouldn't be far behind. She walked from the door directly into the bedroom. About twenty minutes later she heard the front door open and close.
"Dawn?"
"In here," she answered.
Shannon started talking even before reaching the bedroom. "Dawn, I'm so sor..." She stopped dead in her tracks as she rounded the corner. "What are you doing?"
"What's it look like, I'm packing."
"Why?"
"Why? You got to be kidding," she said with anger building up again. "You purposely lied to break us up. I love him, Shannon. We were planning to get married. Now..."
"You still can," cried Shannon is a panicky voice. "I lied, I admit it. Is...is he here? I said I'd apologize to both of you. Did you see the note I left? Please, call him. Ask him to come over. I'll tell you why I li..."
"He's GONE, Shannon. He walked out of here last Saturday and nobody's seen him since; not his parents, not Steve at the bar, nobody! I'm praying he hasn't done something stupid."
This was news to Shannon. Now she was getting scared. "What do you mean something stu..."
"KILLED HIMSELF," she screamed as tears flooded her eyes. "Get it now?" she shrieked, looking her former friend in the face. "Because of your lies he may have killed himself." As worried as she'd been, she never verbalized her fears until that moment. Hearing the words spoken out loud had her stomach doing flip-flops. She stopped packing and sat on the bed. She took in a series of gasps without letting them out again until she exhaled with a hideous scream that immediately mutated into bottomless sobs.
It was the second time in twelve hours that Shannon had been shocked into bemused silence. Dawn's words rolled around in her head like a ball bearing in a pinball machine. Her eyes were frozen open and stared straight ahead as she unconsciously sat on the bed next to Dawn. Without even realizing it, tears consumed her empty glare and trickled down her face.
"You...you don't know that for sure, right? I...I mean...they haven't found any evidence or anything, have they?"
Dawn sat, trying to get some control over her emotions. For a minute she couldn't speak, couldn't hardly breathe. She wiped the fresh tears from her face with the palm of her hand. "No, nothing yet," she finally chocked out. "I don't understand how you could do that to me."
"I thought I was doing you a favor. Te..."
"A favor!"
"Yeah, it was Terry's idea. He offered me two thousand dollars if I could break you and Al up. In case you haven't notice, the guy's head over heels in love with you. He said he's been in love with you since you guys met. He tried to tell you a couple of times but you were so ga, ga over Al you never paid any attention to him."
"Terry? He got you to lie? That son of a bitch. Shannon, I never paid any attention to him because I don't like him. I've told you that."
"Yeah, I know but I thought if you gave him a chance you might learn to like him. He said he could give you way more than Al could even think of. He told me how he wanted to shower you with gifts, jewelry, a new car; he said he would be taking over his dad's company after graduation and you'd live in a mansion with servants.
"I just wanted what was best for you, Dawn, honest."
Dawn just shook her head in disbelief. "Shannon, if money is that important to you then YOU marry the asshole. I don't care what your motivations were; you ended our friendship. Al was a sweet, sensitive man who never hurt anyone and you may have gotten him killed with your lies."
"Dawn, please—I'm so sorry. Don't move out. Where are you going to go? I'll help you look for Al. I...I can't believe he'd really hurt himself. He's got to be around somewhere. He's too level headed to do something like that."
"You didn't see the look on his face when he left here," she snapped. It was a look she'd never forget. Every time she closed her eyes she could see the disappointment and hurt in his face.
"I stopped in at administration building today and asked about dorm rooms. They had a couple left so I took one," she said, answering Shannon's question. Now she just wanted to finish packing and get out as soon as possible.
The sound of Dawn closing the door behind her that night, was probably the most lonesome sound Shannon every heard.
***
If nothing else, Al was developing a renewed appreciation for the country. Some of the scenery he'd seen was downright inspiring. Someday, he thought, after I settle down somewhere, I'm going to have to write a book about riding a bike across the Midwest.
He had to think but deduced it was Friday. He'd been on the road for almost a week and was somewhere in Pennsylvania. The night before, he grabbed a bite to eat then decided to keep going instead of spending another night in a motel. It was after one in the morning when he happened on a pretty little spot next to a small river. The ground was flat, the grass was soft, and there wasn't a soul around so he used his tent for the first time and drifted off to the sound of the babbling water.
Each night it seemed thoughts of Dawn occupied less and less of his time before falling asleep. Slowly but surely, the hurt and anger was getting pushed further back into his subconscious. What was still there; however, and just as ferocious, was the bitterness. He wasn't sure that would ever go away and it scared him. He could feel how it was changing him. He was already starting to look at the world with scorn and contempt. He couldn't remember the last time he smiled and that wasn't like him at all. He wondered if he'd ever be able to have fun again, laugh again, or simply enjoy life again.
Al was up early the following day. He had a troubled sleep and decided to push on as soon as the birds started singing at first light. He'd been on the road only a couple hours when he came upon a truck stop. The place was a home away from home for weary travelers. He grabbed a big breakfast and used the free shower in the men's room. With a full stomach and clean clothes, he noted his location by the red dot on the big map stretched across the wall.
A twinge of loneliness had him thinking about going back-but then what was the point, he asked himself. All his life he tried to do the right thing. He got in several fights while defending someone from being bullied, he never said anything behind someone's back he wouldn't say to their face, and he tried to treat others with respect unless they proved themselves unworthy...and what did it get him? He refilled his water bottle, checked the air in his tires then was off again, all the time pointed east.
***
Dawn woke up on Saturday morning like she had for the last several mornings—with a silent prayer that Al was alright. She worked the early shift on weekends, seven to three. If the girls got there early and came in through the back the manager would give them free breakfast so Dawn always set her alarm for five o'clock.
Even before taking a shower, she called the police department to see if there had been any new developments in the case. She could tell by the cop's voice they were getting tired of being pestered. He told her they had her number and would notify her if there was anything new. She hung up with a sigh of frustration.
On the way out she saw a flyer taped to the inside of the door. It was a missing person's poster with the picture of Al that she had sent the cops. It gave his description, the last time and place he was seen, and a contact number.
She was happy to see someone was actually doing something but it was also another reminder of what she had done to him. She hadn't cried in a few days but the poster made her tear up again.
After wiping her eyes, Dawn got an idea and wondered if whoever posted the flyer was still on the grounds. She went in search and found the young lady on the other side of the campus. She asked for a couple of posters for the restaurant where she worked. The manager gave her permission to tape one to main entrance and another one on the counter next to the register. It gave her a small sense of accomplishment. Even though seeing his face every time she rang up a customer's check would be hard, it was a small price to pay for the chance of someone seeing him.
Sunday, as Dawn rolled over to turn off the alarm she noticed with a pang of jealousy that her new roommate's bed was empty again. Carolyn was a party girl and had about five guys dangling from the string on her little finger so she seldom slept in her own bed. Immediately, she remembered not long ago when she'd wake up in Al's arms. It almost became a habit now; whenever he entered her thoughts she'd say a little prayer and try to send him a message telepathically, 'please be well, my love. I'm so sorry.' She knew it was silly but it was all she had.
Groggily, she rolled out of bed and was getting ready to take a shower when Carolyn came breezing in. "Hi, up already?"
"Yeah, I've got to get to work. I won't be back till about four." With the way she felt, Carolyn's flashy smile and bubbly personality was downright irritating. No one had the right to be so free of guilt.
"Something's going on in back of the campus," Carolyn commented. "There's a bunch of cops down by the lake."
Of course anything having to do with cops piqued Dawn's interest. There was a small lake behind the campus. It was nice. There was no swimming or fishing allowed but it was picturesque, lined with trees, and quiet. A lot of the students would stake out a shady spot and study to the dainty splashing sounds of the tiny waves hitting the shore. Many times she and Al would lay out on the grass and just talk.
"Cops?" What are they doing out there?"
"I don't know. I think they might be looking for somebody. I hope nobody drowned. There's a bunch of them standing around, another one in a boat, and I think I saw a couple of diver's in the water but to tell you the truth, I still had some sleep in my eyes so I'm not sure."
NO! Dawn's thought's immediately turned to Al again. He wouldn't—if he was going to kill himself he'd never do it that way. He loved the water too much. She hurriedly took her shower and got dressed. There was a small crowd of onlookers by the time she got there. She saw a cop who looked like he was in charge and anxiously rushed over to where he was standing.
"Does this have anything to do with Allen McCain?" She felt tears again and wiped them away as the cop turned his head toward her to speak. She prayed he wasn't going to tell her they'd found his body.
"Who are you?" he asked.
"Dawn Spencer," she explained. "I'm his girlfriend."
"Oh yeah," he remarked sarcastically while nodding his head. "You're the one who calls into the station ten times a day."
She didn't appreciate his demeanor. "I don't call ten times a day," she snidely answered back. "I'm worried about him. You guys were supposed to let me know if you heard anything. So much for that," she said, gesturing to what was going on. "It is him you're looking for, isn't it."
"Yeah," he said with a little nicer tone in his voice. "We got a call last night from someone who saw his picture on a flyer and thought they saw him standing and just staring at the lake like he was considering going for a swim."
"He'd never do that," she said. "Al loves the water too much. If he was goi..." she had to catch her breath. "If he was going to hurt himself he'd never pick water to do it. He was a champion swimmer in high school. He won state. He was also great on a diving board. No, I know him. He'd never do it this way."
Dawn didn't know if the cop knew the whole story but he sneered when she said she knew Al. She could almost hear him thinking, yeah, right; you knew him so well you falsely accused him of raping your girlfriend.
"Well, you don't mind if we look anyway, do you?" was the smart ass remark from the man in blue.
"Knock yourself out," she answered back in just as snotty a tone of voice. She glanced at her phone. If she was going to get her free breakfast she had to go. She wanted to flip off the cop as she left but decided it probably wasn't a smart thing to do, not if she wanted them to keep looking for Al.
On the way to work, Dawn thought about it more; was it possible Al would have purposely drowned himself? Maybe she should have stuck around to make sure they didn't find him...no, there was no way he'd do that. Of that, she was sure—of course she still called the police station during her break and confirmed no body was found.
Later that evening she was alone once again when her cell rang. She saw Mrs. McCain on the display and anxiously hit the connect button. "Hi, Mrs. McCain, have you heard from him?"
"Oh, Dawn," she replied with a small gasp. "No, we haven't heard a word. I was calling to see if you'd seen him. I'm getting worried."
Before Dawn had a chance to speak, she heard Al's dad in the background.
"For crying out loud, Darlene," she heard him yell. "Stop your worrying. The kid's got no money, no car-how far can he get? He'll show up as soon as he gets hungry."
She heard Mrs. McCain sniffling into the phone and wondered how she could live with a man like that.
"Dawn," she spoke quietly. "Will you call me if you see him, please?"
"I will, Mrs. McCain, and you too, okay? If you see him you'll let me know?"
"Absolutely," she replied.
With that the two worried women disconnected. Later that night, when she went to bed she remembered how worried his mother sounded over the phone and it kept her up most the night.
***
Amazing, thought Al, after almost two weeks he'd actually made it all the way to the east coast. An East wind rustled through the brightly colored elms and with it the scent of briny ocean waters. The sun, now at his back, undauntedly glowed from the sign announcing the town of Stonington, Connecticut... established 1662.
He'd been to Florida and New York a few times but he always wanted to see New England. As he got further into town the houses and shops were just as he imagined them; quaint, two story colonial wooden structures, mostly painted white. Of course there were some exceptions in the color range and a few were almost completely devoured by dark green ivy climbing to the second story windows, but as he stood, straddling his bike and taking it all in, he thought if he tried hard enough he may be able to see Paul Revere galloping his horse down the narrow streets, crying out a warning of red coated invaders. He smiled at the thought and could almost hear the pounding hoofs echoing up from the cobble stone.
With a small push off, he navigated the unfamiliar streets until he found one that took him down to the bay. It was packed with boats; big ones, little ones, pleasure boats, speed boats, sail boats, and commercial fishing boats. White seagulls almost blotted out the blue sky and their restless calls competed with the serenity of the ocean waves slapping at the pilings of the wooden pier.
His first thought was he wished Dawn was there to enjoy it with him. He closed his eyes and chastised himself with a sigh. He was determined to not let in anymore thoughts of her or anyone else back home. He wasn't going to let them spoil this for him.



He looked around and saw a paved walkway leading to a couple benches in a little park-like area with a great view of the harbor. It looked like the perfect place to just sit and enjoy the splendor. With his eyes closed, he concentrated on letting his senses soak up the soothing atmosphere. With the warm sun at his back, the wind gently caressing his face, and the rhythmic lullaby of the tide, Al was truly at peace for the first time since leaving.
There's only one explanation that makes any sense...DAMN IT, he silently cursed, I wasn't going to think about it. He sighed and shook his head in self-recrimination. Oh well, he thought, I think I at least have it figured out. Dawn was in on it. She wanted to break up and thought I'd piss and moan and wouldn't leave her alone otherwise so she thought up that bull shit about Shannon. That's why she didn't want me to confront her and why she wouldn't tell me the name of the so called witness. There never was a witness and I'll bet Shannon never had any marks on her wrists or anywhere else. Hell, I wonder if she even knew I was supposed to have raped her. Yeah, I'm sure she did, he told himself after more consideration.
Al sat there a little longer trying to find a hole in his theory but couldn't. It was the only thing that made any sense to him. That has to be it, he told himself.
Now that Al felt he had figured out the mystery, what to do about it? Over the last two weeks he knew he'd have to go back eventually. The little bit of money he had on him wasn't going to last forever.
Then again...maybe he could find a job? At least one that would keep him going until the end of the school year. Dawn was due to graduate. He could go back and resume his studies the following year. Yeah, it would put him back a year but at least he wouldn't be running into her on campus.
Al had actually thought about trying to get all the way up the coast to Maine but was now rethinking it. He wasn't a bad bartender. Surely there must be someplace between here and Maine that could use him. Maybe he could even find a day job and bartend at night? That way he could save up and go back to school with some money in his pocket.
Al was feeling better than he had in a while. He'd solved the mystery of why his girlfriend would accuse him of rape and had some tentative plans for the immediate future. Yeah, he wasn't what you'd call feeling good, but he was feeling 'relieved.'
Something else he was feeling was hungry. Listening to his stomach growl, he realized he hadn't had anything to eat since early morning. He remembered going passed a little diner on his way through town. It didn't look like the other small diners he'd been in. It had some of that New England charm he'd seen in movies. The wooden structure was very rustic and looked like it had weathered its share battering seas. The tables in the back were all filled but the counter had a couple of empty stools. One of them would suit him just fine.
There were two waitresses behind the counter. One was about sixty with graying hair and about forty pounds of extra weight. The other was maybe thirty-five with a much better body. Her hair was sandy blond which went well with her pretty blue eyes. She was heading his way with a menu in hand.
"Can I get you something to drink?" she asked as she laid the menu down in front of him.
"Coffee, please," he replied with a smile.
She reached behind her for the pot, turned over the up side down cup in front of him, and started to pour. "Chicago?"
It surprised him so much he thought he surely had heard her wrong. "I'm sorry, what?"
"I was asking if you're from Chicago."
He couldn't believe his ears. How the hell could she possibly know that, he asked himself? He took a quick inventory as to what about his appearance would give him away but couldn't come up with a thing. He finally had to ask. "How did you know I'm from Chicago?"
"The long vowel sound when you said coffee," she answered with a grin. "We get people from all over in here so I started studying dialects a while ago. I'm getting pretty good. I get about seventy percent of them right," she said while pouring his coffee. "Yours was easy. You have a strong Chicago accent."
"That's amazing," he said, "truly impressive."
She took his compliment with a smile and walked away to give him time to study the menu. She went around the room filling cups with black gold but kept an eye on Al and returned when it looked like he was ready to order.
For the last two weeks the only decisions Al had to worry about was whether to take this road or that road. Now his mind was preoccupied with decisions. The one he was struggling with at that moment was whether to stay for a while or start heading north. In any event, he at least needed a room for the night.
He had finished his meal and was nursing the last of his coffee when his waitress came over offering him another cup. According to the little plate pinned to her uniform, her name was Amelia.
Al set his cup back down on the counter so she could refill it. "Thank you," he said. "Hey, Amelia; know anywhere I can spend the night that's cheap?"
"Not really. We're still in the tourist season. Even the cheap motels aren't cheap this time of year." She started to walk away then stopped and turned back to face the counter again. "Hey, Jack," she raised her voice enough so the guy sitting at a table in the back of the room could hear her. "Does Coral have that room fixed up to rent yet?"
Evidently, not wanting to carry on a conversation across the room, the weathered skin, white haired man stood and ambled over. "What's the matter, Amelia, your old man finally toss you out of the house?"
"He better never try," she responded with a chuckle. "No, this young man is looking for a cheap place to stay."
He looked at Al. "How long you plan on staying? My daughter's a painter, you know-pictures. She has a room we're fixing up in the back of her art gallery in town. It's not quite done though. The plumbing still has to be hooked up in bathroom but I can get to that in a couple of days or so. In the meantime you'd be able to use the washroom in the studio."
Now that Al had a chance to see the guy up close he was intrigued. The man looked like he'd probably lived there all his life. His leather looking skin was deeply tanned and his rolled up shirt sleeves revealed powerful forearms. There were still some blond patches of hair mingling with the white and Al could see more than a life-time of experience behind the man's piercing blue eyes. The not too neatly trimmed beard that covered half his rugged, weather-beaten face made him look like he'd just stepped off the page of an Ernest Hemingway novel.
"Ah, well I'm not sure yet, definitely tonight and possibly another two or three," he responded to the man's question.
The older man squinted one eye. "Oh, I'm pretty sure she wants to rent it out by the month, or at least the week."
"Jack, you said yourself it's not even done yet," interjected Amelia. "You think Coral will turn down good money?"
"You're right; it's not up to me. She's the one with the room. She might be willing to do it, at least until we get the bathroom hooked up." He reached in his back pocket and took out his wallet. He pulled out a business card and offered it in Al's direction. "Here's her card," he said. "Give her a call. All you can do is ask."
Before he could say thanks, the man turned and walked back to his table. Al looked at the card, East Wind Gallery. He glanced up at Amelia. "Is it far? I don't have a phone, I'll have to ride my bike."
"What kind of bike you got?"
"It's a Shimano twenty-one speed."
She looked confused for a second. "Twenty-one speed...you mean it's a bicycle bike? I thought you meant a motorcycle. You didn't ride all the way here from Chicago on a bicycle?"
"Yup," he said with a smile and a sense of pride."
Amelia just shook her head in disbelief. "Coral's place is right in town. It's six or seven blocks from here. This is High Street out in front here," she said while pointing out the front window. "Make a right, go up to Main and make another right. It's about three or four blocks down."
He thanked Amelia for her help before leaving. He saw the gallery was open so he went inside. Almost immediately a blond woman, who looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties, approached and asked if she could help him.
"Yeah, ah, I'm looking for Coral Erikson."
"That's me."
"Ah, I saw your dad in the little restaurant down the street. He gave me your card and said you might be interested renting me a room for a night or two."
"It's not even done yet," she remarked.
"Yeah, he mentioned the plumbing wasn't done in the bathroom yet, but said I could use the one in the gallery. That would be okay with me. I'm actually on my way to Maine but I really like it here and thought I might stay for a couple of days. Ah, I'm kind of on a shoestring budget so when I asked the waitress if she knew of a place that didn't cost too much, she and your dad directed me here."
She was studying him while he talked. He seemed like a nice enough young man. Financially, she could use all the help she could get. They got a lot of tourist during the summer but a lot of them were men who came for the fishing; they didn't bother buying art. She made up her mind.
"How about fifty bucks a night—sound fair?"
"Yeah, that's fine," he said, digging out his wallet. He was pretty sure he was going to stay at least one more day so he handed her a hundred dollars.
She showed him where the washroom was on their way through the back room and into a small, three room apartment. The little kitchenette had a refrigerator, small stove, and a coffee maker. The living room was just big enough for the recliner in the corner and a loveseat. A flat screen TV hung on the opposite wall. The bedroom had a dresser and a full size bed, and the place had its own entrance. After sharing a dorm room for the past several months, it felt like a palace and was more than adequate for Al's needs. It was the first night he went to sleep without thinking of Dawn.
The following morning, Al awoke to find the term, "sleepy little New England town," was a misnomer. It was barely light out when he heard noises coming from the gallery on the other side of the wall. He sat up on the side of the bed and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Shit, he thought. He had a coffee maker but no coffee. He was just zipping up his pants when he heard a knock from the door that led into the gallery.
"You up?" asked Coral.
"Ah, yeah; just a minute."
"I have coffee out here if you're interested."
"Yeah, I'll say. I'll be right out." Al threw on his socks and shoes but had to make a quick pit stop in the washroom first. She had his coffee already poured for him as he joined her.
"Sleep okay?"
"Yeah—like a log."
"The mattress is brand new. You're the first person to sleep on it."
"I'm honored," he said with a smile.
There was small lull so Al said the first thing that came to mind. "Is your dad retired?"
"Dad? No, he'll never retire," she scoffed. "What made you think he was retired?"
"Ah, I don't know. I guess just way he was sitting in the restaurant. He kind of looked like he had all the time in the world."
"Yeah, well, sitting in Joe's Galley isn't his idea. He owns a fishing trawler, an old one. He actually inherited it from my grandfather. A few days ago the wench motor burned out. It's so old, parts aren't that readily available. He ordered them but they won't be in for a couple more days yet. So—now he's sitting in Joe's Galley with nothing to do but wait. It's killing him."
She took a drink of coffee then continued. "I wish he would retire. He can't even keep a crew anymore but he's so damn stubborn..."
"Why is that?" Al asked. "Why can't he keep a crew?"
"Everyone else has moved into the twenty-first century. The others invested in new equipment...new boats, but not my pops. He's an, 'if it was good enough for my daddy it's good enough for me,' kind of guy."
"I see," Al acknowledged. "Do you and him get along?" After asking the question he felt embarrassed. It was no business of his. He was just curious because of the bad relationship between him and his dad. He was about to apologize for the question but she had no problem answering it.
"Oh yeah; in spite of his bull headedness I love him with all my heart. Dad's been my hero since I could remember. My mom passed away about ten years ago. He took it really hard. If it wasn't for fishing and that old boat, I don't know what he'd have done."
Al was sorry to hear about her mother but at the same time, felt a small twinge of jealousy. He wondered what it would be like to have a dad he could look up to.
"So," she asked with sigh, "what about you? Where're you from?"
"The Chicago area," he replied. "Born and raised."
"What are you doing in Stonington?"
"Ah..." The question, simple as it was, caught him off guard. He didn't think it was a good idea to tell the good looking woman from whom he was renting, that he was accused of rape back home. "I needed a break—some new scenery, that's all. I've always wanted to see New England and thought this was as good a time as any."
There was something in his answer that just didn't sit right with Coral. It was kind of evasive and he appeared to be slightly nervous. It made her a little suspicious. She talked to her dad the night before and learned of his mode of travel.
"Sooo...you decided to just up and ride your bike from Chicago to Connecticut?"
Al detected a wariness in her voice and tried to act as natural as he could. "Yeah, pretty much," he said with a smile. "I love to ride."
"Did you have a job in Chicago?"
"Yeah, I worked nights as a bartender. Which reminds me, you don't know of any places around here that might be looking for one, do you?"
"Oh? You thinking of staying longer than tonight?"
"Ah, well, if the room is still available after tonight."
"Yeah, but I'll have to get dad to finish the bathroom for you if you're going to stay longer. I'm sure you'd like to take a shower at some point," she said with a smile.
"Yeah, that would be nice," he said, returning her smile. "I'm fairly handy myself. I can give him a hand if he'd like."
"I'm sure he'd appreciate that," she replied. "As far as anyone looking for a bartender, I really don't know any places off hand. The bars around here can be pretty rough at night. I pretty much stay away from joints like that."
After a little more conversation, Al asked her to name the best places to get a good breakfast. She told him, breakfast, lunch, or dinner, the best place in town was where he was the night before, Joe's Galley.
After a hearty helping of eggs and sausage, Al decided to do some exploring. He hopped atop his padded seat and took off along the coast. He was fascinated by the powerful whitecaps smashing into the jagged, rocky shoreline. It was a whole lot different than the calming, rolling waves he'd seen ebbing and flowing along the sand in Florida.
Seagulls were everywhere, screaming and screeching as they glided effortlessly through the air on white feathered wings, sometimes just hovering in place as they'd catch an updraft.
Try as he did to forget about her, Al couldn't help but wish his girl was beside him as he discovered new sights with every mile.
Al didn't realize how hungry he was until he was pulling back into town so without stopping at his rented pad, he made a bee-line for Joe's Galley.
"Hey, traveler."
He smiled. "Hi, Amelia, what's on the menu tonight?"
"Not me," she quipped.
As he sat down at the counter he noticed Jack Erikson sitting at the back table with two other guys. They appeared to be arguing.
"What's going on?" he quietly asked, indicating the men with a nod of his head.
"Jack's having trouble with his crew again," she answered in a hushed voice while turning over his cup.
Al turned around toward the counter for a sip of his freshly poured coffee but kept one eye on the brewing trouble.
"Listen, old man, I ought a take you out back and..."
Al jumped from his stool and headed to Jack's aid. His back was already turned to Amelia who grabbed for him across the counter in an effort to stop him, but it was too late. She knew Jack could handle both guys with no problem but the kid could get hurt in the melee.
Al, showing no fear, charged up to the table. "Everything alright here, Jack?"
By then the two trouble makers had pushed their chairs back and were menacingly standing over their seated captain. The one with the big mouth was about six-one, maybe six-two, about two hundred and thirty pounds and looked tough as nails. The other guy was shorter and a little pudgy but still didn't look like a push over. Al immediately realized he'd bitten off more than he could chew but he wasn't about to back down.
Loud mouth turned toward Al with an amused look on his face and gave out a derisive laugh, then turned back to Jack. "Never mind, old man," he snarled. "We quit." He looked over at his buddy. "Come on, Jocko, let's get out of here."
Al watched with relief as they left.
"Don't ever do that again," Jack growled. "Eric there would have cut you up for fish bait before you knew what was happening. I can fight my own battles."
Al could just never win for losing. Every fucking time he tried to do something nice he got it thrown back in his face. "You're welcome," he grumbled, then walked back to the counter.
Amelia also let out a sigh of relief. "Don't let it bother you, Traveler. Jack would have held his own easily with those two but he got scared for you when you went charging in like that."
"I was just trying to help. It was two against one. I was just trying to even the odds, that's all."
"I know," she replied sympathetically.
Al had just started on his perch dinner when Jack walked up to the register to pay his bill. He handed Amelia a twenty then looked over. "You got more guts than brains, kid."
"Yeah, well it won't happen again. You can be sure of that."
"You know how to clean fish?"
The question seemed so far out there Al wasn't sure he even heard him right. "What?"
"I asked if you knew how to clean fish. It ain't a hard question. Yes or no."
"Well...yeah, I can clean fish. What..."
"Good; I'll have my boat fixed by day after tomorrow. Meet me on the dock at four-thirty."
"Ah, I'm sorry, you lost me."
"Coral says you need a job. Abby and I need another man for the crew. I'm giving you a job," he said, then turned and walked out before Al even had a chance to think it over.
He looked up at Amelia. "Who's Abby?"
"That's the name of his boat."
"I see...so...I have a job on a fishing boat?"
Amelia just shrugged her shoulders and laughed.
***
As the weeks went by, Dawn was losing hope. Every day since realizing he was gone, she woke up praying she would hear from him and every night she'd go to bed praying the next day would be the day. As time passed with no word, however, the feeling that she'd never see him again grew.
The wind had torn some of the posters that were hanging up and no one paid attention to the ones that were left anyway. The cops were getting more and more impatient with her daily calls so she cut them back to weekly. People's interest, or maybe it was hope, was starting to wane.
The only thing that wasn't fading with time was her guilt. There was no way she'd ever forgive herself for believing Shannon over Al. Her conscience kept telling her she failed him—him and herself. It was a test...a test of her love and her faith in him and she failed miserably. She was desperate to somehow get word to him; if she could just tell him how sorry she was.



Graduation was only a week away. What about his things? If his room wasn't cleared the college would probably toss his stuff out. She hadn't talked to his parents in a while. Maybe it was a good time.
Dawn held her breath in hopes Mrs. McCain would answer instead of Al's dad.
"Hello." Every time the phone rung, Darlene McCain prayed it was her son. She was disappointed but hopeful when she heard Dawn's voice.
"Hi, Mrs. McCain, how are you doing?"
"Dawn, have you heard anything?"
"No, I'm sorry, not a word." She could literally hear the hope escape the mother's soul. "I...I was wondering if you were going to come down and get the stuff from his room. I'm sure he'll want it when he comes back and I'm afraid the college will throw it out when they clean the dorms for next year."
"Oh...I...I hadn't even thought of it. Yes, we should go down there and get it for him. I'll have to talk to Ralph. When would we have to be there?"
"Well, the semester is over a week from Friday. My parents will be down that Saturday for graduation. I don't know how long before the college starts cleaning things out. You should probably call them."
"Yes, that's a good idea, I will."
Dawn could hear the woman starting to cry again. She couldn't imagine how hard it was going to be for them to pick up Al's stuff and take it home without him.
"Don't cry, Mrs. McCain, he'll be back, I know it."
"I pray you're right, Dawn."
She thought the same thing as she hung up.
On the last day of school she went into the police station again. She told everyone who would listen that she was going home and wanted to make sure they had her cell number and her home number in case they heard anything. She got the impression they were happy to see her go.
Commencement was bitter sweet. She had worked hard for her teaching degree but during the ceremony all she could think about were all the plans she and Al had made. They had decided to wait another year before getting married. They wanted some time to get jobs and put some money aside. They were going to wait a couple more years before having kids...three of them...two girls and boy...she had it all planned out.
After the service everyone went back to the changing rooms.
"Dawn—Dawn, please talk to me. I'm sorry. I'm really sorry. I thought I was doing you a favor, honest," implored Shannon.
The two former best friends had been seated only four spaces apart during the graduation ceremony. Shannon had been trying to catch her eye the whole time but Dawn completely ignored her. Now that Dawn was somewhat of a captive audience she was going to make another plea.
"Doing me a favor? Yeah, right; the money had nothing to do with it, right?"
"I admit I didn't turn it down but..."
"Shannon, you robbed me of my happiness and a future with the man I love. I told you before I don't ever want to see you or talk to you again. Now leave me alone," were her last words as she pushed by and headed out into the hall to find her family. She heard Shannon start to cry as she was leaving.
The following day Dawn was busy at her graduation party. The house was full of well-wishers consisting of family, friends, and neighbors. She tried to have a good time but as useless as she knew it was, Dawn found herself scanning the crowd in a hopeful daydream that her Al would surprise her. Of course it wasn't to be.
Her folks, of course, knew of the situation. She had confessed the whole thing once she learned the truth. They both expressed shock that Shannon would do such a thing. They also supported their daughter. They told her it wasn't her fault and they were confident that Al was just fine. Of course Dawn was never completely convinced of that. Even if he came back and told her to go to hell, it would be better than not knowing if he was alright.
She had already started her job search during her last few months in school. She sent out tons of résumés to local authorities and had several interviews lined up over the following month. It helped to keep her mind off Al and focused on starting her career.
Three weeks after coming home she was feeling pretty good about her chances for a second grade teacher's position that was opening. She was leaving the interview with a smile when she realized she was only a couple miles from Al's parents. She hadn't talked to his mother since that call the week before graduation and wondered if she'd be home. Hopefully his dad would be at work.
A smile stretched across Dawn's face when Mrs. McCain came to the door. "Hi, Dawn," she said with genuine appreciation, "it's so good to see you," she said and she hugged her. "Come on in."
As she stepped inside, Dawn lost her smile.
"Look, honey, it's Dawn."
Without even looking up from the newspaper he was reading, Ralph McCain acknowledged her presence with a grunt before taking a swig of his beer.
Darlene saw Dawn's smile disappear. "Ralph is working nights this month. He doesn't do it often but the night shift pays better so he works it whenever he can," she explained.
"We can sit in the Kitchen, Dawn. Would you like some coffee?"
"Yeah, that'd be great, thank you."
As Darlene started to pour the coffee they both started to speak at the same time.
"I don't..."
Both women stopped talking and smile at each other. "I'm sorry. Go ahead, Dawn, what were you going to say?"
"I was just going to ask if you've heard anything?"
"Yeah, that's what I was going to ask you. No, I haven't heard a word." She lowered her voice to a whisper. "I called the police down there yesterday but they said there was nothing new."
"Did you get down there to pick up Al's stuff?"
"No, Ralph wouldn't make the drive."
Now Dawn lowered her voice. "Why is he like that? Al thinks his dad hates him. Why is he such a hard-ass?"
"It's just the way he is," she sadly stated.
Dawn didn't stay long, about twenty minutes. It was nice to spend time with someone she knew, loved Al as well. Al told her he knew his mother loved him; it was just that she was scared of his dad so whenever Ralph would start in on him, she'd just back off and let it happen. He told Dawn it would have been nice if she'd taken his side just once and stood up for him, but he couldn't think of a single time when she did.
Two weeks later, Dawn got the call she was hoping for—she got the job as the second grade teacher at Jefferson grade school. It was the happiest she'd been in a very long time but she missed being able to share the good news with the man she loved. A week before school started, she had to go to teacher's orientation. There she met the other teachers she'd be working with. Bradley Stone was also a new teacher. He was about the same age as Dawn and had wavy black hair and blue eyes. As soon as he saw her he made it a point to introduce himself. She knew instantly that he was interested but her conscience still prevented her from socializing with the male population...not as long as there was still a chance that Al would come back to her.
***
Al, or Traveler, as everyone was now calling him, learned quickly. For the first few months he did nothing but clean fish below deck but eventually Jack let him start working the wench. It was a tough life, not to mention dangerous, but Traveler liked it. He was getting stronger and more confident within himself. He packed on twenty pounds of muscle and grew a beard.
Jack was becoming more of a father figure than a boss...the father he never had. After a full day's catch, they'd sit for hours in Joe's Galley and talk. He loved listening to Jack regale him with stories of the high seas and growing up in a small fishing village. At that time Jack's dad was the king of the fisherman, sometimes pulling in twice the catch of the other boats. "Ah, but that was a long time ago," he'd say with a downhearted demeanor.
In as much as Al had accepted his new life he couldn't keep his mind from sometimes drifting back to the girl he left behind in Illinois. Time, he thought, would eventually heal the wound in his heart-but that time was slow in coming.
Sometimes, after being out on the water for two or three days straight, he'd come home to his tiny apartment so beat he wouldn't even get undressed before flopping down on the bed. Thing was—that's when he'd close his eyes and see her face smiling down on him. The fatigue made him vulnerable to the loneliness and he'd remember how their love for one another filled every day with joy and a sense of purpose. His new life offered neither.
As the months passed the skies turned gray and the cold, damp air wrapped itself around the village proclaiming the imminent arrival of old man winter. Being from Chicago where life goes on twelve months a year, Al was shocked to see people boarding up their businesses.
Jack clued him in. "Things get pretty rough around here in the winter. Sometimes ice in the bay gets so thick we have to wait for the Coast Guard to break it up for us before we can go out. Some of the fish hibernate to warmer climates. That pretty much limits our catch to flounder and cod.
"This is a fishing village, Traveler. It thrives when the fishing is good and suffers when it's not. The fishing is never good in the winter so a lot of the businesses close up and head for warmer pastures. They'll be back along about mid-March."
When winter did hit, Al was embarrassed. The Midwest was known for its harsh winters but never in all his born days had he experience that kind of cold. It cut like a knife right through the warmest of coats and penetrated everything down to the bone.
One night he came home after two cold days and nights on the water. He was shivering so bad he couldn't stop. Coral, who was reorganizing some things in the gallery, heard him come in and knocked to see if he could give her a hand moving a couple of the bigger items into the back room. As soon as she saw him she forgot about the items. She had seen enough cases of hypothermia to recognize the symptoms.
"Get those clothes off and get into bed," she ordered. "I'll make you some hot chocolate."
Staring at her, he appeared to be frozen in place.
"Go!" she demanded.
Al's extremities were stiff and he was having a hard time of it. He had only managed to strip down to his waist and was sitting on the bed trying to get his shoes off when she came in with his hot chocolate. She handed it to him.
"Here, drink this," she ordered while kneeling at his feet. She gently removed his shoes and socks then moved upward, unzipped his pants and unbuckled his belt. "Lift up your butt," she commanded. He was wearing long underwear so he wasn't too worried until she started pulling them off too.
He was still shivering and couldn't talk without stuttering. "Ah, C...C...Coral, I d...d...don't have anything o...on under there."
"I'm not a virgin, Traveler. I don't think you have anything I haven't seen before," she said as she pulled his long-johns down to his ankles. "Sit down," she told him.
He sat down on the bed while she pulled the thermal underwear off and threw it in the corner. At least he was spared the embarrassment of getting an erection; he was too cold for that.
"Okay, get under the covers," she told him while pulling the covers up and over him. "I'll make you another cup of hot chocolate."
He still hadn't completely stopped quivering, even after the second cup.
"Move over," Coral said. She turned out the lights, stripped nude, and crawled in bed with him. Al had no idea what she was doing. He was too damn cold to have sex. "Turn and face the wall," she quietly told him. When he had his back to her she snuggled up and spooned him. "You need body heat," she said.
It was the first time in many months he'd felt the warmth of a soft feminine body. The pressure of her silky smooth breasts against his frozen flesh was like heaven. Within minutes they were both sound asleep.
It was light out the next time Al opened his eyes. The first thing he realized was that he was no longer shivering. That's when he remembered the night before. He quietly looked over his shoulder to see if she was still in bed with him and was disappointed to see he was all alone. He rolled over on his back with a sigh. That's when he smelled the coffee. He scooted over so he could sit on the mattress and peak around the corner.
"Well, good morning, sleepy head."
Coral was sitting at the kitchen counter sipping from her cup. "After last night, I wasn't about to wake you up at four in the morning so I let you sleep. Dad will just have to do without you today," she said.
Al looked over at his thermal underwear. They were in the corner and he'd have to cross by the doorway to get them, giving Coral an eyeful. Ah, his pants were right next to the bed. I guess I go commando for a little bit he thought. With the trousers as his only means of protecting his modesty, he wandered out and poured himself a cup of java.
"I don't think your dad went anywhere without me today. We had engine trouble yesterday. We barely got her back into port. We thought we were going to need the Coast Guard to tow us in for a while," he told Coral.
"Again? Damn it, if it's not one thing it's another with that old rust bucket. I swear that boat is going to be the death of him."
"Hey, don't talk about Abby like that. She a fine old girl," Al said, defending his home away from home.
"Oh no, not you too. You're starting to sound just like dad."
Al just grinned and took another sip of coffee. Coral looked like she had something on her mind. She studied his face for a minute or so before speaking.
"How come you don't have a girlfriend yet, Traveler? You've been here what-eight, nine months and I've never seen you with anyone. I know for a fact that there are girls your age in this town. A few of them are very pretty. I'd say you were gay but I haven't seen you with any guys either, what's the deal?"
"I'm not gay," he told her. "I'm just not in the market right now."
"I see; sounds more to me like you've had your heart stomped on. Evidently, it's still painful to talk about, so I'm guessing that's why you're still here and not back in Chicago by now."
"Trying to get rid of me, Coral?"
She chuckled. "No, not at all, in fact, I'm thinking of making you a proposal."
"A proposal? Like what?"
"Ever hear the term, friends with benefits?"
"Of course." He looked at her expecting her to continue but she just stared back at him. He finally caught on. "You mean you... you and me?"
"Does that scare you?"
"No, it doesn't scare me, it's...well, I..."
"I know-I'm too old for you. I'm thirty-three and you're what...twenty-one?"
"Actually, I was twenty-two last month, but..."
"You were? Why didn't you say something? I would have made you a cake or something. Did dad know?"
"No...listen, Coral, you're not too old, but I always kind of figured someone who looks like you could have her pick of the guys around here, why me?"
"Convenience, I don't even have to leave the gallery," she chuckled.
"Oh..."
"I'm kidding, Traveler...about the convenience thing, not about the benefits part. Look, I've lived here all my life. Believe me when I say the number of potential mates is very limited. Even though it'd be just sex with no strings, I like you, you're a nice person. That makes it all the better. That and from what I saw last night, you're adequately equipped," she teased.
"What about your dad? He's liable to wait until we're a couple miles out then throw me overboard."
"Traveler, first, I'm a big girl. Dad's known that for a long time. Who I do or don't have sex with is none of his business and he would never presume that it is. Also, he likes you. I'm sure if he did have a say-so in my sex life, he'd rather I slept with someone he liked than someone he didn't," she said with a smile.
For a fleeting moment, Al felt he'd be cheating on Dawn if he took Coral up on her offer, but that thought didn't last long. He chastised himself for even having such a thought. She not only dumped him but she did it with a lie that could negatively affect his whole life. Screw her.
"Ah, well, if you're sure I won't be hanging from the yardarm of your dad's boat," he said.
"Traveler, dad's boat doesn't have a yardarm."
"Figure of speech," he chuckled. "So, ah...when would you want to start...you know..."
"Having sex?"
"Yeah, that."
"Do you think you can wait until tonight?" she replied. "You really should rest up from last night."
In the meantime Al helped her with moving things around in the gallery. For supper they went out to celebrate their new friendship.
When they came back, both Al and Coral were surprised with how nervous they were. It had been almost two years since she'd had a boyfriend. Al, of course, hadn't been with anyone but Dawn for about the same length of time.
Al was going to start out with a nice kiss. He put his hand behind her head and gently pulled while he moved closer. Coral pulled her head back and put her hand against his chest, putting a halt to his approach.
She looked at him like he'd lost his mind. "What are you doing?"
"I...I was going to kiss you."
"No kissing."
"No kissing?"
"No. We're not going to be lovers. We're not going to make love or have some romantic relationship. This is sex, Traveler; pure and simple. To put it crudely, we're going to fuck each other into oblivion, but that's it. I'm not looking for a boyfriend, I'm looking to get laid-got it?"
"Ah, yeah, I guess."
"Good, now get those clothes off because I'm getting horny as hell standing here."
They both started removing their clothes. They were both almost naked when Coral had a question. "Have you ever gone down on a woman before?"
"Yeah, all the time," he answered enthusiastically.
"Hot damn," Coral cheered.
Being more interested with watching her undress than actually getting his own clothes off, Coral was already naked and watching as Al fumbled with the button on his trousers. "Oh for crying out loud," she commented with exasperation, "here," she said, dropping to her knees and deftly undoing the stubborn fastener. She continued on to the zipper then pulled pants and underpants down to his ankles in one rhythmic motion.
Al's cock nearly leaped from the cotton fabric. "Oh," Coral cooed, "it looks a lot bigger than the last time I saw it."
Anxious to get started, she jumped on the bed, spread her legs wide apart and bent her knees while Al kicked out of the last remnants of his own clothing. From the smile across her face there was no mistaking what she was waiting for.
Al nestled down between her legs and felt both hands on his head, encouraging him. He really didn't need it. He never had a problem savoring those womanly charms. As if it was a lollypop, he licked from her moist hole to her clit. Upon its discovery, he coaxed the little love bead out from its protective hood and sucked it into his mouth where he rolled it around with his tongue. She almost scared him with her response.
"Oh, God," she screamed. "Oh, my God, yes...damn that feels fantastic. Oh, God!"
Her body was already writhing in ecstasy. "Oh fuck!" she cried. Al hadn't even gotten started and she was already telling him to put it in. Of course he obliged and it wasn't long before Coral had her second orgasm, this time while digging her nails into his skin.
He backed off a little to allow her to catch her breath. "Damn," she said between gasps, "I...I'm not usually this quick on the trigger but I've been anticipating this for a while now and you've already surpassed my expectations."
Al's smile couldn't possibly have been any broader. "You don't hear me complaining, do you."
"I know, but I'd like to hold off long enough for you to get yours."



He lowered his head and lightly bit her nipple. "Oh God," she screamed again. "Okay, big boy, let's go again."
She came two more times before Al. Then it was Coral who let him rest before wrapping her mouth around his semi-hard cock and bringing it to full mast again.
It was no-holds-barred sex and it lasted until three in the morning, at which point they both fell asleep in a pool of sweat and wet spots.
The next day a member of the crew saw the scratch marks on his back when Al removed his shirt in the sweltering heat. "Hey, it looks like Traveler's got a girlfriend," he yelled. Al looked up to the wheel house to see if Captain Jack heard him. Jack was staring at him with a knowing grin but said nothing.
***
HE'S ALIVE!
Dawn was staring at the text on her phone. It could only be referring to one person but she had no idea who sent it. There was no name, just a number she didn't recognize.
Who is this?
There was a two or three minute lull before Dawn got a response.
Shannon
Her eyeballs were almost seared by simply looking at the name. She wanted so much to disconnect but if she really did know something about Al..."
Please watch the video. It went viral and is all over Facebook. It's him, Dawn. I know it's Al.
Dawn excitedly tapped on the link. It showed a man saving a dog from drowning but it was too small on her phone to really see anything. She raced to her laptop and did a google search. There it was; the fourth one down on YouTube. She brought her face as close to the screen as she could in an attempt to see better.
Blocking out any and all distractions around her, Dawn's eyes scrutinized the screen as she watched someone's cell phone video. There was a large group of people on one side of a bridge. They were all leaning over the guardrail, yelling and pointing down into the fast moving water flowing beneath them. Dawn's eyes followed the steel support girders down and saw a wet and tired dog clinging to one of the cement encased pilings. She could see the poor critter struggling against the current that threatened to take it out to sea.
Suddenly someone from the crowd was throwing a leg over the rail. Carefully, he searched with his foot until he found some support then inched his way along the bridge's understructure. He worked his way over to the piling then started to shinny down to the crying canine.
While gripping the slippery girder with one hand, he reached down to grab the dog by his neck but the furry creature slipped. The crowd cried out in terror as the animal was caught in the tide. Unable to turn around, the man braced his feet against the support and launched himself into a perfect back dive. Already several yards downstream as he broke the surface, the young man swam with all his might to catch up to the drowning pup. The animal's head had just slipped under the water as the man reached out and grabbed it. With the large mass of fur safely tucked under one arm, he swam to the shoreline using the other.
A crying young boy ran to them as man and dog climbed out of the raging water and onto dry land. The crowd's paladin laid the beast in the grass and fell down beside it to gather his strength. The boy, obviously the dog's companion, went into hysterics when he saw his furry friend was not breathing. Another man stepped up and started CPR on the animal. The video concentrated on the action taking place. The entire group of people yelled out in triumph as the dog started to breathe again. By the time the camera phone swung back for a better view of the man who miraculously saved the animal, he was gone.
Dawn never got a good look at him. If she didn't see him that clearly, Shannon couldn't either. The man in the video was stockier than Al and he had a beard. Did Shannon know something else; something that wasn't apparent in the video?
She hated the thought of talking with that woman but if it meant finding Al she'd talk with the devil himself. She looked up the number from the text and dialed. A cold chill went up her back when she heard Shannon's voice again.
"What makes you think that's Al? That guy's heavier than Al and he had a beard."
"Dawn, it's been three years since he disappeared. He could have easily put on some weight and grown that beard. Did you see the dive? Dawn, it was a perfect back dive, just like Al used to do. Watch it again. Watch how he arches his back and reaches out with his arms. I watched it over and over about twenty times. I'm telling you, it's him."
"Okay, let's say it is him, now what? I checked, it doesn't say who shot the video or even where it was shot. I...I don't know if he'd talk to me again but just knowing he's alive would..."
She stopped talking and Shannon could hear her former friend starting to cry. "Dawn, now don't get mad again but when I saw that I called the only person I knew could help...Terry."
"Terry!" she screamed. "After all this time, you two are still at it?"
"No, no, Dawn, let me finish. I called him because he has money. I shamed him into hiring a private eye. He found out who shot the video. I've got her name and phone number. She lives on the east coast in...hold on," she said as she ran to her desk for the information. "Stonington, Connecticut. I was going to call her but I thought maybe you'd like to do that."
Dawn had never given up hope. She was desperate, so even if this was a long shot... "Yeah, I'll call her right now. What's the number?"
Shannon gave the information to Dawn then asked if it made them friends again. If the information panned out, it was a possibility but she left it at that.
As soon as she hung up with Shannon, she called the number. It sounded like an elderly woman. Dawn introduced herself and confirmed the woman shot the video. She asked if she knew the name of the guy who saved the dog.
"I don't know his real name," she answered. "He's one of the commercial fishermen. People call him Traveler."
"Can you tell me how long he's lived there," Dawn asked.
"Oh, I don't know, a few years I guess. You might want to talk to Amelia over at Joe's Galley. I know he hangs out there sometimes."
"Joe's Galley? Is that a bar or something?"
"It's a restaurant," she said.
Dawn thanked her and pulled up the restaurant's website. There she found the phone number. Amelia answered but wasn't quite as forthcoming with information as the other woman was. She wanted to know what business Dawn had with Traveler.
When Dawn told her what happened three years earlier, Amelia was sympathetic but couldn't give her Al's phone number if she wanted to; she didn't know it. What she did do was give her Coral's. As soon as Dawn hung up she made the third call.
"East Wind Gallery."
"Hello, I'm looking for Coral Erikson."
"This is she. How can I help you?"
"Ms. Erikson, my name is Dawn Spencer. I'm looking for someone. His name is Al McCain. He disappeared three years ago without a trace. I...I think he might be living there. Somebody told me he's known by Traveler. Can you help me?"
Even over the phone, Coral could hear the desperation in the woman's voice. Was this the woman who squashed Al's heart? "Ms. Spencer, what makes you think Traveler is your missing person?"
"It's a long story," she explained. "I saw a video of him saving a dog. Al was on his high school and college diving teams. When that guy in the video does that back dive he looks just like Al looked when he was in competition. Please, do you know him? The woman at the restaurant gave me your number and said I should call you."
Coral didn't know what to do. The woman over the phone sounded so distressed but she wasn't about to give her information without checking with Al. "You...you say he disappeared?"
"Yes," as Dawn thought back to that awful day she started to cry as she spoke. "We...we were engaged, then something horrible happened. Poor Al was devastated. He...he took off and no one's seen him since, not even his parents. Oh please...just...just tell me if it's him. Tell me he's alive...please," she sobbed over the phone.
All this was very disturbing for Coral. Of course she knew the woman was talking about Traveler but disappearing without even letting his own folks know he was okay? That seemed so out of character for the guy she knew.
"Look, ah, Ms. Spencer, I don't know if Traveler is the person you're looking for or not." She could hear Dawn crying and hated to lie to her but she didn't know what else to do. "I will try to get word to him and see if he will call you. That's about all I can do."
"Okay," she responded. "I...I understand. I...I'll also understand if he doesn't want to talk to me but please have him call his mother. I've kept in touch with her over the years and I just found out his dad has cancer. He's in the hospital and doesn't have much longer."
"Yes, yes of course. I promise you, if Traveler is the person you're looking for, I'll make sure he calls his mother."
"Thank you," Dawn sniffled. "And...and if you do see him, please tell him I know the truth and I'm so sorry for not believing him."
"I will," Coral confirmed. She wrote down the phone numbers before they said their goodbyes and hung up. Al was out on the boat with her dad and she didn't expect them back until the following night. That gave her more than twenty-four hours for her disappointment in Al to turn into anger. When he came home the next evening, she was waiting for him. When he saw her he smiled, thinking he was going to get laid.
"What in the world would possess you to disappear and let your parents wonder if you were alive or dead for three years?"
He lost the smile and stopped in his tracks. "Who told you that?"
"Your former fiancé."
"Dawn? How the hell did you happen to talk to her? Is she here?"
"No, she's not here but apparently she's been searching for you all this time. Somebody shot a video of your heroics last month. It's all over the internet. She said she recognized you by your back dive."
Al saw there was fresh coffee made so he walked over and poured himself a cup, then sat down.
"How could you do that; just leave your folks hanging like that?"
"Coral, you have a great relationship with Jack so you probably wouldn't understand but my parents never loved me. Hell, they never even liked me, especially my dad. You know, in my whole life I can't ever remember him smiling at me—not once."
She sat down next to him and laid her hand on top of his. "Maybe it felt like they didn't love you sometimes, Traveler, but I'm sure they do." She took a breath. "Which brings me to some bad news; you're...you're dad has cancer. He...he doesn't have much longer to live. I promised Dawn you'd call your mom."
Al sighed. He felt very little for his father but he knew his mother loved the man.
"You can use the phone in the gallery."
Al never did get a phone. He didn't see any reason for one. Everyone he wanted to talk to was in town, within walking distance. "What-now?"
"Yes, now. Chicago is an hour behind of us. It's only eight o'clock there. I'm sure your mother is still up."
Al sat there thinking it over.
"You're not getting any sex until you call her, buster," she flatly stated. "Oh—you should call Dawn too. She wanted me to give you a message. She said she was sorry and she now knows the truth."
"Yeah, well she should have known it then. I'll call mom but I'm not calling her."
"Okay, okay—I won't make you call her but I want you to call your mom right now."
"Alright." With that, Al wandered into Coral's office and made the call. He didn't even get a chance to say hi. As soon as she heard his voice she broke out bawling.
"Mom...mom..." he gave up and just let her cry for a couple minutes. When he heard her starting to calm down he tried again. "Are you alright, mom?"
"Oh, son, I...it's so good to hear from you. I've been so worried. Where are you?"
"I'm in New England, mom."
"New England? Oh, Al, can you come home? I need you. Ralph has cancer. He's not doing good, son. Please, can you come home?"
Al sighed. He knew before making the call he'd probably wind up going back home for a little while. "Maybe for a few days, mom, but just for a visit. This is my home now. I have a job, a place to live; I've made new friends..."
"Okay," she said in a voice that was barely audible.
"But, mom, if I go out there it'll only be for you and dad. Don't go calling Dawn or anyone else."
"Oh, but honey, Dawn has been so worried about you."
"I don't care, mom; no one, not Dawn, not anyone."
"Okay," she muttered.
Before hanging up, his mom told him she spends every day at the hospital and gave him the information so he could join her in his dad's room. Two days later he had to take a deep breath before walking into the hospital, back to his old life, even if only for a little while.
Outside of having sex with Coral three or four times a week, his new life didn't offer much in the way of real happiness but at least he didn't have to put up with all the pain, humiliation, and disappointment from the people who supposedly loved him.
Even though they knew he was coming, neither his dad nor mom recognized him right away as he walked in the room. "Al," she finally shrieked as she jumped up from her chair and ran over to give him with a big hug. It was probably the most affection she'd ever shown him. After they broke the embrace, he walked over to his dad's bedside. If Al had passed him in the street he doubted he'd have recognized him. The disease had caused the imposing and intimidating man that Al had known, to shrivel up into a little old man before his time.
Even his voice was weak. "You've grown up," he told Al.
"It was bound to happen sooner or later," he replied.
"Ar...are you here to stay?"
"No, I have to get back. I'll stay a couple days but that's it."
It was one of the few times he saw his dad look sad and not angry.
"Can you sit down? I...I've got something I have to tell you."
"Ralph...please don't."
Al looked over at his mother who appeared worried.
"Please, Ralph..." she begged.
"He has to know," responded his dad. "He has to know why. I need to apologize." He looked up at Al. "You'd better take a seat. You're going to want to be sitting for this."
Al took a chair from the corner and pulled it up next to the bed alongside his mother and waited.
"I'm not your dad."
At first he thought his dad was disowning him but that didn't tie in with the apology he was supposed to be getting. What the hell was he talking about? Before he could ask, his dad continued...
"About a year after your mother and I were married she had an affair with an old boyfriend. He was the one who got her pregnant, not me."
Al was finding it hard to process his dad's words. "I...I don't understand..."
"What's to understand? Your mother had an affair with another man and he got her pregnant. It's not that complicated," he stated. "I didn't even know it until a couple years later. We had been trying for another child but nothing happened. I finally went in for some tests and found out I couldn't have kids. I confronted your mother and eventually got her to confess."
At first Al thought this was some kind of new cruelty his dad had thought up, but his mother was crying. When he stopped and thought about it, he knew he was being told the truth.
"I was so mad if I could have found that guy I think I would have killed him but by the time I found out, the asshole had moved out west somewhere. I was going to divorce your mother but then I thought of a worse punishment—you. She loved the living hell out of you and it infuriated me. I knew by punishing you I'd be punishing her. Every time I yelled or cut you down she would cringe. She knew why I did it but she could never say anything. Oh it was great revenge. Every time I'd criticize and berate you I'd look at her and just dare her to say something. Watching the pain in her face was the only pleasure I had in life."
Al sat there just stunned. Like a jigsaw puzzle, all the pieces fell together; all the times that bastard made him feel inferior and inadequate, all the times he looked to his mother for support and never got it—it all made sense now.
He looked at his weeping mother. "So who is my real dad?"
She took a tissue from her purse and wiped her eyes. She took a deep breath and stiffened her back. "His name was Conrad Lipp. He was my high school sweetheart. It...it was kind of ironic. I never had intercourse with him in high school because I was terrified of getting pregnant, but I always wondered what it would be like.
"I ran into him after Ralph and I had been married. He was working for a company with offices all over and he was trying to get transferred. He always wanted to live out west and he had been told of a couple spots that would soon be open. He was sure he was going to get one or the other. I knew if I was ever going to have sex with him I had to make my move. When I asked him to get a motel room after one of our lunches he didn't hesitate."
Al had to chuckle to himself. This was just too much. "Where is he now?"
"He died three years ago from liver cancer."
That was news to her husband. "You kept in touch...behind my back; you kept in touch with him all that time?"
"No, Ralph. I haven't talked to him since he moved. His sister still lives here though. I ran into her last year and she told me."
"Did he know about me?" Al asked.
"No. In fact I didn't know myself until your dad took those tests. Connie got his transfer about two months after we'd slept together. We had one last lunch, just to say goodbye. I wasn't showing yet and didn't mention I was expecting. I didn't see the need. He and I had only slept together that one time so I really thought Ralph was your father. That was the last time I saw him."
Except for the beeping of the heart monitor, the air became silent. Everyone was in deep thought and didn't even hear the rapid footsteps in the hall getting louder. Suddenly a disturbance caught everyone's attention.
Out of breath, her chest heaved from heavy breathing. She held onto the door jamb for support.
Al looked over at this mother; so much for not telling Dawn he was there...except that she looked as surprised as he was.
Dawn studied him. He looked different. It wasn't until he surly greeted her by name that she dared believe it was really him. She was feeling light headed. Her legs felt like rubber and her eyes began to roll back into her head. Al leaped from the chair and grabber her just before her head hit the hard floor. A male nurse saw what happened from the hallway and helped Al get her over to a small couch along the wall. He asked Al if she was sick, did she need a doctor? Al told him he was pretty sure it was just excitement because they hadn't seen each other in a while and thought she'd be fine. The concerned nurse left but said he'd check back in a few minutes to make sure she was okay.
Al looked back at his mother. "You just had to tell her I was here, didn't you."
She shook her head. "No—no, I didn't call her, honest."
"Then how..."
He stopped when he heard her coming around. He was bending over her when she opened her eyes and stared into his face. She had to make sure she wasn't dreaming. She reached up and touched his cheek. "It's...it's really you."
Al straightened up. This was all becoming overwhelming. First he finds out his mother was a slut and his dad is not his read dad. Then she betrays him by calling the one person in the world he never wanted to see again...and then lies about it. He walked over and sat back down in the chair to think.
Dawn struggled a little to sit up then took a couple of deep breaths to get her heart pumping again. She looked at him staring down at the floor. "Al, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. Shannon lied to me. I'm so sorry I believed her and not you."



"Me too," he mumbled.
She was disappointed with his reply, but then what did she expect; that he'd welcome her with open arms? She knew better, or at least she should have.
"Dawn, how did you know I was here?" He had to see if his mother was lying to him again. He was so ready to simply wash his hands of her and everyone else in Chicago.
"Shannon," she answered.
"Shannon! Ah yes, your best friend. The bitch I was supposed to have raped. How the hell did she know?"
"I assume she works here. She was studying for her nurse's certificate, remember? She wanted to go on and get her BSN. She texted me just a little while ago, saying she saw you getting into the elevator. She stopped by the desk where you got your visitor's pass and asked what room you were going to."
He stayed silent.
"And she's not my best friend, not any more. When I found out that she lied to me I told her I never wanted to see or talk to her again."
"Obviously, that didn't last," he remarked.
"Yes it did—but she was the one who found you. She saw that video of you saving the dog and recognized you. She texted it to me but when it came, the display said the sender was unknown. I probably wouldn't have opened it if I knew it was from her. It was the first time we'd communicated at all in three years."
This was a different story than the one he had concocted in his head. "Are you sure all the rape crap wasn't something you and her dreamt up just to get rid of me?"
Oh God, she wondered if that's what he had been thinking all this time. The thought was painful and she almost moaned out her answer. "No, no, no, Al. Why would I ever want to get rid of you? God, you're the best thing that ever happened to me."
He finally looked over at her. There were tears streaking her cheeks and a distraught expression on her beautiful face. Now that the shock of seeing him was wearing off, she was getting her wits about her again. "Al, I...I don't want to take you away from your dad, but is there any way you could spare me a few minutes before you go back?"
"No time like the present," he said as he abruptly stood. He was still floored from learning he was the bastard son of someone he'd never even met. He had to get out of there. "We can go down to the cafeteria. You're buying."
He was already out the door before a shocked Dawn hurried to catch up with him. Neither said a word until they got their coffees and took a seat by a window.
"I...I appreciate you giving me some time. I know you must be worried about your dad so I'll keep it brief."
Al didn't even acknowledge what she said. He just sat there staring into his coffee like it was a black hole devouring his thoughts. Dawn assumed his attitude was aimed at her. "Look, Al, I just wanted you to know, what you said in there...about me trying to get rid of you...that..."
"Huh," he suddenly brought his head up and looked at her. "I'm sorry, what'd you say?"
"Al, are you alright? I know you're mad at me and I don't blame you at all, but-well, you're acting kind of strange."
"Yeah, well... You know why my dad's treated me like shit all my life?" He didn't wait for her to respond. "Because he's not really my dad. A year after he and my mother were married, she had an affair with an old boyfriend who knocked her up." He saw Dawn's eyes widen with surprise. "Yeah, can you imagine that? That man in the bed up there has been treating me like crap all this time to punish her," he said while shaking his head. "God, talk about a screwed up, dysfunctional family. You've got to go some to beat mine," he sneered.
Seeing him in so much pain again only refreshed in her mind the pain she caused him years earlier. She couldn't do anything about his parents but she'd give anything to be able to right the wrong she did him.
"Al...I...I don't know what to say. That's horrible."
"Looking back, maybe I should have guessed it was something like that. I always tried to be the best kid I could be yet nothing was ever good enough for him. He never hit me but the verbal abuse was unrelenting." He looked at his ex-girlfriend sitting across the table, with sad eyes. "That's why your accusation hit me so hard. For once in my life I thought I had found someone who had faith in me—who actually knew me for the person I was. Ha," he chuckled, "silly me."
His words cut like a knife. She tried holding back the water works. "Al, she had been my best friend since we were kids. She knew how much I loved you and I couldn't imagine her purposely wanting to hurt me like that. It didn't make sense," she said.
"So what happened anyway? Did she confess? How'd you find out she was lying?"
"Your boss at the bar, he told me you were working that night. When I found that out I confronted Shannon and she admitted the whole thing."
"Did she tell you why? What did I ever do to her?"
"Nothing, Al. You never did anything to her. It was all Terry Belshaw's idea. As fast as you left our apartment that day, he was right there to take me out to dinner. Shannon told me he was in love with me and paid her to break us up. He told her he could give me all the things you never could. She said she thought she was doing me a favor."
Al had to laugh. "So did you marry him then; live in a big mansion with servants catering to your every need?"
It was the first time she'd ever seen any meanness in Al. His question was hurtful and insulting and he knew it. "No, Al, I didn't marry Terry. The last time I saw him or Shannon was at graduation."
What a day it'd been. First he learns about his dad and mom and then finds out that his friend was in love with his girl and conspired against him in college. Evidently there wasn't a soul in the world he could trust...except for Jack.
"Well," he responded apathetically, "it doesn't make any difference now, does it. It's all over and done with."
Dawn was trying in vain to control the tears as a couple broke free and trickled down her face. She wiped them away. "Don't...don't you have any feelings left for me at all?"
He stared at her for a few seconds. "Yeah, anger—anger and hurt, sometimes even rage. You were my one hope for some happiness. I had dreams of you and me living out our lives together, dedicated to each other, raising kids, spoiling our grand kids, the whole nine yards, and you yanked it right out from under me. I don't give a damn what Shannon told you. You should have known I could never do anything so monstrous."
A moment later he abruptly stood up. "I've got to get going."
"How long will you be in town?" she pleaded.
"I was planning to stay two or three days but I don't see any reason to stick around now. If I can change my flight, I'll leave tomorrow," he replied. "Thanks for the coffee."
That night there were so many things whirling around in his head, Al found sleep to be unattainable. After leaving Dawn he left the hospital without going back up to the room. He was pretty sure he was going back to Stonington the next day but he wasn't sure if he wanted to stop by the hospital before he left. He had a strong urge just to get on a plane and never look back.
There was one problem with that. Al knew he'd regret it. Even after three years of living with the anger and bitterness, deep down he was still a nice guy, he really didn't want to add regret to the mixed emotions he already felt. On top of that, seeing Dawn again stirred feeling he thought he'd lost. What he wanted to do and what he could live with doing, were two different things.
Ralph's confession was actually cathartic in a way. At least it answered the question, why; why wasn't he ever good enough, why could he never do anything right in the eyes of his dad? He now realized he had nothing to do with his dad's attitude.
And as for his mother, hell, if it wasn't for her cheating he wouldn't even be there. As disgusting and repulsive as he found the act, he couldn't argue with the end result. The sun was coming up by the time he'd made some decisions.
The next day he called the airlines from his motel room but he couldn't get a flight back home until later that night. He took a nice long, hot shower before going out for breakfast. He was no hurry. He had a lot of time to kill. It was almost noon by the time he got to the hospital. His folks were surprised to see him.
"We...we didn't think we'd ever see you again," his mother whimpered.
"Yeah, well..." he took a deep breath. "I hadn't planned on coming back but last night I realized that if I go through life hating, that makes me like you," he said, looking at the frail man in the bed. "And I don't want to be like you."
Ralph had taken a turn for the worse during the night and could barely talk. His brain was still functioning though. He could still understand. Al could see it in his eyes; eyes that, for the first time that Al could remember, had tears leaking from them.
"I forgive you, both of you," he said, looking from one to the other.
His mother broke out in sobs as Ralph closed his eyes and weakly nodded his head in gratitude. Al tried comforting his mother for a little while before saying his goodbyes. He was waiting at the elevators when he saw a bunch of nurses rush into the room. He hurried down the hall and stood in the doorway as he watched while the medical team worked in vain trying to revive the only man he ever knew as his father.
In spite of the torture and pain she suffered at the hands of Ralph's cruelty, Al could see the anguish in the face of his grief-stricken mother. He put his arm around her and led her out of the room.
So much for leaving tonight, he thought. Regardless of what she did, she was his mother and there was no way he could leave her until he knew she was settled and would be alright. Later that night he called Coral and explained the situation. He asked her to tell her dad he wouldn't be back for several days. She told him her dad would understand and he should stay as long as he felt the need. With that off his shoulders, he called the airlines and cancelled his reservation.
Over the next couple days he helped his mother buy two cemetery plots and make arrangements with one of the funeral homes. As visiting hours started, Al was surprised to see the man actually had friends. When Dawn walked in they were both surprised to see each other. After hugging and giving them both her condolences, she waited for a moment when Al was alone.
"I'm surprised to see you here. You were pretty angry when I saw you last and you said you were going home."
"Yeah, well, I had my ticket, but when I saw mom after he died I knew I had to stick around for a few days—long enough to get her settled in."
"Do...ah," she looked down, knowing he was going to reject her, "do you think we could go out to dinner some night?"
"Why?"
A little aggravated at his dismissive tone, hers had an edge to it. "Because not a day has gone by that I haven't thought of you, wondered if you were okay and cried over what I did to you. In spite of being asked out numerous times, I've not had a single date since then. I couldn't without knowing what happened to you, and because I still love you and pray that somehow you can forgive me."
Her short but fiery diatribe was impassioned and took him a little by surprise. As hard as he fought against it, he couldn't help a slight smile in reaction to what she had said. "You're joking, right? No dates in three years? No way."
"No, I'm not joking. There's a teacher at school—we eat lunch together but every time he's asked me out I've turn him down. It...it would've been like cheating on you. I just couldn't do it, Al, at least not until I knew you were okay."
"Let me think about it," he said. "Maybe after the funeral."
She found a card in the lobby and wrote down her number. She gave it to Al with a last ditch plea then gave his mother her sympathies one last time before leaving.
After three days, Dawn had just about given up when her phone rang. He picked a burger joint they used to go to when they were still in high school.
"Last of the big time spenders," she joked as she sat down in the booth. He told her he picked it because the place was full of good memories. She had to agree. It was actually the site of their very first kiss.
"How's your mother doing?"
"About as good as can be expected, I guess. How the hell she can grieve like that for someone who tortured her for so long is beyond me," he said with a little anger in his voice.
"I guess love does funny things to people," replied Dawn.
"Huh," he chuckled derisively. "Yeah."
As soon as the waitress left after taking their order, Al had a question. Since the funeral he'd been hung up on something she said.
"Were you BS-ing me when you said you haven't had a single date in all this time?"
It seemed like as good a time as any to counter with the question she'd been afraid to ask. "No, it's the truth. What about you, Al, ar...are you married?"
"No, I'm not married, or engaged, or anything like that. Honestly, I do have a friend with benefits relationship. She's older than I am. She's..."
"Coral?" she asked.
He was shocked at first, but then he remembered they had talked over the phone. He confirmed her guess with a nod.
"She sounds like a nice person," Dawn commented with a touch of sadness. "Are you in love with her?"
"I'm fond of her, very fond actually, but no, I'm not in love with her. Not like I was with you," he admitted.
"Is...is there any of that love left, Al?"
He wondered the same thing. "I don't know, Dawn. You broke my heart. Even with all the crap from my folks, I don't think I've ever been hurt so badly. Besides, I have a new life, now. I have a job, friends, a place to live..."
"Where are you working?"
"I work on a fishing trawler with Coral's dad. He's quite a guy."
"You mean like a fishing boat?"
"Yeah, exactly."
It hadn't registered before then but she did remember someone telling her he worked as a commercial fisherman. "What about your art? Al, you're a graphic artist. It's what you've wanted to do since you were a kid. You were only a few months away from your bachelor's degree."
"I left everything behind me, Dawn."
"Oh, Al," she moaned with moist eyes. "Please don't turn your back on everything you worked for—everything you love."
"Dawn, are you sure you still have feelings for me or are you just feeling guilty, or maybe feeling sorry for me?"
"No, that's not it. Al, I've loved you since the first time we met. Yes, I know—I let you down-I let that lying bitch put doubts in my head but I never stopped loving you, never."
"You could have fooled me," he remarked. "I believe your exact words were, 'I think under the circumstances we should stop seeing each other.'"
She wasn't surprised that he remembered what she said, word for word, she also remembered. "And as painful as it was to say that, I can't even image how painful it was to hear," she sadly replied. "Sometimes we hurt the ones we love, Al. That doesn't mean we stopped loving them."
They dropped the conversation there because their food came; a big juicy burger, greasy fries, and a malt-it was almost like old times.
"Jesus," she said with a smile. "I haven't eaten here in years. To tell you the truth I was a little disappointed when you said to meet here. I was hoping for a place a little more romantic, but you're right, this place holds a lot of great memories."
He just looked up and smiled. His mind was preoccupied with some of the other things she'd said. Maybe he'd do a little fishing of a different sort. "So tell me, now that you know I'm okay, is that teacher going to get lucky?"
She seemed to be thinking about her answer as she poked a fork at her fries. "Probably not," she finally responded.
"Why not? Not your type?"
"No, it's not that. I...ah..." she let out a small sigh. "I guess I just haven't forgiven myself yet."
"It's been three years, Dawn. Let it go."
She laid her fork down and looked up at him with salty droplets of regret. "How am I supposed to let it go, Al? We should be married by now. We should have a child with another on the way. We should be saving for a house and building a future together. I ruined all that. How do I let that go?"
She scooted out from the booth. "Maybe this wasn't such a good idea after-all," she said. She stepped over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "I'm so sorry, Al. I do love you and always will."
The neon sign in the window partially blocked his view but he watched as she got in her car, wiped the tears from her eyes, then drove off. He sat there for a minute, wondering if that would be his last memory of her. He looked down at his plate and decided he was no longer hungry either.
He spent two more days in town to make sure his mother would be okay. To his surprise, Ralph had a life insurance policy that would allow her to stay in the home and not have any financial worries as long as she didn't go on any crazy spending sprees.
He was standing by the front door with his suitcase in hand. His mom gave him the biggest hug he could ever remember. "We've all let you down, haven't we, son; every one of us. I don't blame you for wanting to leave and start a new life somewhere else but please don't forget about us, honey. Let me know how you're doing from time to time, please."
"I will, mom," he replied, putting the suitcase down and returning her hug. With that, he was out the door. He had forty-five minutes to sit around O'Hare before his flight boarded—forty-five minutes to go over the last ten days in his head. It was a lot to think about, not to mention the stirred up emotions he was feeling. For a second he hesitated when they called his flight number.
He watched out the window as the ground quickly fell away and the industrial complex of Elk Grove disappeared into the distance. Only the drone of the jet engines remained to accompany his thoughts.
***
"So did you see him?"
The sound of her former friend's voice was like fingernails scraping across a chalkboard. "Yes, I saw him."
"I knew it was him as soon as I saw him in the hall. So—are you two getting back together?"
"Shannon, what's makes you think something like that is even possible? He has a completely different life where's he's living. He's no longer interested in me nor is he ever coming back to Chicago."
Shannon was truly sorry to hear that. When she saw him in the hospital she had fantasies of the three of them becoming friends again. She missed the good times she and Dawn shared together for all those years. When she looked back at what she'd done she couldn't believe she had been so immature as to think she was doing her friend a favor. She was afraid to be honest with herself. If she was she'd have to admit to the jealousy she felt over her friend being so in love. She'd have to admit that it played a part in her decision to go along with Belshaw's plan. Shannon was having a tough time with the realization of what she'd done and her true motives for doing it. If there was some way she could rekindle the friendship maybe she could somehow make up for it, but that didn't seem likely. She knew the answer before asking the question but she still had to ask. "You, ah think we could have coffee together sometime?"
"I don't think so," Dawn flatly replied. "I don't think I could face you without trying to strangle you, Shannon. Not that I wasn't stupid for allowing it to happen, but you ruined my life. I doubt I'll ever find again, what I lost with Al." Just hearing herself say the words was almost unbearable. "Please don't call anymore," she wept before hanging up.
Shannon never felt worse than she did at that moment. Somehow, with all the mystery surrounding Al's disappearance, she always had hope that he would come back and things would still work out somehow. Now it appeared those hopes were dashed forever.



The following day, as usual, Dawn sat with Brad eating lunch in the teacher's lounge. Undaunted by rejection, he had been asking her out once or twice a week for as long as she could recall. She remembered Al telling her to move on. Maybe he was right, maybe it was time. She had to give up on the notion of her and him living happily ever after. His visit made it obvious that it wasn't going to happen.
She'd been thinking all morning that if Brad asked for a date she would consider it as fate and say yes this time, but it wasn't to be. Instead they talked mostly about a student they shared, that and a new book he was reading. Lunch time ended without Brad's request for a date. It was probably just a well, she thought. Her moment of weakness had passed. She actually felt relieved while walking back to her classroom. She just wasn't ready yet.
***
"Sorry to hear about your dad, Traveler." That was about all Al heard when he got back; Coral was the first, Amelia was next, then Jack and a host of others including the guys he worked with. It was like hitting a raw nerve every time someone said it but he was determined to keep his current life separate from the one he left in Chicago so he never said more than thank you.
It didn't take him long to get right back in the routine of things. The winch had been replaced so he joined Jack and the crew as they took Abby out the day after he had returned. Jack told him to prepare for a two or three day run. Normally, when they were out for that long their down time would be passed below deck, playing cards, but Al spent most of the time on deck listening to the gulls and feeling the sea air in his face.
He did love it out there but was it enough? Jack watched him from the wheelhouse as Al struggled with his emotions.
They'd been back in port for two days when Jack saw him walk into Joe's Galley for lunch. "Hey, Traveler, come on over and have a seat."
"What'll you have?" Amelia yelled out from behind the counter as he headed for Jack's table.
"Burger and coffee," he responded.
"Coming right up."
"How's it going, captain," he said while sitting across the table from Jack. Amelia came over with his coffee. He thanked her, took a sip, then looked over at his friend and boss. "Everything okay? I figured we'd be out there again by now."
"Yeah, everything's fine. We've been shorthanded with you gone and I've been working the crew pretty hard. I figured they were due a few days off, that's all."
"I see. I really appreciate you giving me the time off. I'm sorry it turned out to be so long."
"No problem," he acknowledged. "How about you? Everything okay? You seemed preoccupied out there. You know it can be a dangerous profession. You've got to pay attention to what you're doing or people can get hurt. I'm not the only one who noticed, either. A couple of the guys mentioned it to me when we pulled into port."
Al started to apologize but the captain wasn't looking for apologies. He wanted to know what had his young friend so torn up. He got Al talking and once he started he didn't stop. For the first time since the false accusation, he told his story. His soliloquy was not without emotion. Jack sat and listened while the boy poured his heart out. The wiser, older man could hear the pain in his voice and saw the anger in his eyes.
After forty-five minutes, Al was finally talked out. Jack sat back in his chair and stared for a moment at the young man he had grown to think of as a son. "What are your plans, now?"
"Plans? I don't know other than going out on Abby with you."
"Traveler, fishing is a way of life for me. I was born into it. It's all I know—but that's not you."
"Jack, I'm as good as any of the other guys out there," he said defensively.
"Better. You learned quick and you're the best hand I've got, but it's not in your blood. Close your eyes and picture the perfect life you've always wanted."
Al didn't have to close his eyes. He only had to remember how things were with Dawn before that ill-fated day. He was looking into his half empty cup of coffee when Jack saw a slight smile.
"I'll lay you eight to five you didn't picture yourself fishing for the rest of your life."
Al slowly shook his head. "I just don't know how I could do it, Jack. There's so much pain back there."
"Well, it won't work if you can't forgive her, that's for sure. From what you've told me, it wasn't simply the fact that she didn't believe you."
Al looked up like he was about to challenge Jack's statement.
"Yeah, I know;" Jack said before he could speak, "it was certainly what caused the hurt but I think it goes deeper than that. After the way you'd been treated by your parents your whole life, Dawn was the one person who was supposed to love you unconditionally. You put all your eggs in her basket. That's putting a whole lot of pressure on a person, Traveler. In your eyes, she was perfect and you left no room for her to be anything but. When she showed she was human it was hurtful—maybe more than it should have been."
"Jack, we'd known each other for three years. We were going to get married. We made plans."
"I'm not saying you shouldn't have hurt. Hell, it had to feel like she stuck you in the heart with a harpoon, but it wasn't something she'd done out of meanness or some malicious act." He stopped talking for a moment when Amelia came over to fill their cups, then picked up where he left off.
"You really think three years is long enough to know everything about a person?" He didn't wait for an answer. "You've known Coral for three years; did you know she once killed a man?"
Al looked up in disbelief.
"Yeah. He was a local trouble maker. He'd had several run-ins with the law around here. She was in the back room late one night taking inventory; the same room you're now renting. She was still using it as a storeroom back then. She heard him break the glass in the front entrance. When she looked out she saw his arm reaching in and unlocking the door. She ran into her office and grabbed the gun I'd given her from the desk drawer. By the time she looked up, he was standing in the doorway. He rushed her but she was quicker. She got him three times in the chest."
"I...I didn't even know she had a gun. She's never said anything." Al was staggered by what he'd just heard. He was still shaking his head in disbelief. "God, I can't imagine how horrible that must have been for her."
"Nah, not really, she never even thought twice about it."
"What?"
"It never happened," Jack said. "Are you kidding? We're talking about my daughter here. She wouldn't kill a cockroach. Hell, when a family of mice decided to take up residence in the gallery a few years ago, she made me go out and buy mouse traps that wouldn't hurt the little critters. You've known Coral for three years yet you believed something that was completely and totally out of character for her because it came from a trusted source, me. You never even gave a thought to the possibility of me lying to you."
Jack was absolutely right. He fell for it hook, line, and sinker, but... "But it's different when you love someone, Jack."
"Look, I'm not saying she didn't do you wrong. I'm just trying to show you people make mistakes. It's human nature."
"So you think I should go back?"
"I think you should take all the hurt and anger, stick it in Davey Jones locker, and sit down with a clear head to figure out what's best for you," Jack replied. "I know you still love her. I can see it in your eyes when you talk about her.
"Listen, I'm going out tomorrow morning. We'll be gone two or three days but I'm not taking you with me-not this time. I want you to take the time to get your head on straight. If, when I get back, you tell me this is the life you want to live then I'll teach you everything I know and everything I've forgotten. I'll turn you into the best commercial fisherman on the east coast, but you've got to be sure, son. You can't have doubts."
"What would you do, Jack?"
"What I would do has no bearing on your situation, Traveler, but I'll tell you this, not a day has gone by that I don't miss Coral's mother. When she passed she took a part of me with her—the best part. It's been ten years and there are still nights where I have to drink until I pass out to stop the pain. That's no way to live, my boy. It certainly wasn't of my choosing and I'd hate to see you condemned to a similar fate...especially when you do have a choice.
"Lunch is on me," he said as he gulped his last little bit of coffee. "Take the next few days and consider your options, Traveler. I'll back whatever decision you make."
He left Al sitting there as he walked up to the register and paid the bill before leaving.
The next morning the sun had been up for almost an hour before Coral got to the shop. Other than making coffee, she didn't have a lot to do before opening the doors. She became a little worried when she thought she heard a noise from inside Traveler's apartment. She tiptoed to the connecting door and put her ear against it. There was most definitely somebody in there but it didn't sound like they were tearing anything up. She gently knocked and was a little startled when he opened the door.
"Traveler, I thought you'd be out with dad. What's the matter? Are you sick?"
"No, he told me to stay home this trip and get my head out of my ass," he responded with a small smile. "Come on in. Coffee's already made."
"Ah, yeah, I guess—only for a few minutes though."
They sat opposite each other at the little counter he used as a kitchen table.
"So tell me, why does my dad think you've got your head up your ass," she questioned with smile.
"I guess I was a little slow on the uptake during our last run."
"I see; still thinking about your trip back to Chicago? Anything you'd like to talk about?" Coral probed.
He chuckled. "Your dad asked the same thing, yesterday. I pretty much told him everything. I don't think I could go through it again. Besides, it would take longer than a few minutes. Let's just say it was pretty emotional for me and answered some big questions."
"Well-now you have my interest piqued," she said. "I didn't mean to put you off. I'm here if you want to elaborate."
He gave her the Reader's Digest version. It still took three cups of coffee, and two interruptions, one for her to open the gallery and a second when a customer came in, but she returned each time so Al could finish the story.
"Wow, I see now why you hesitated to even go back there," she told him. "So—thinking about going back?"
"I don't know. I haven't made up my mind yet. What do you think?"
"I think you should at least give it a try. If it doesn't work out, dad will always welcome you back with open arms."
"What about you?" he asked.
"Me? Sure, me too. Oh, you mean the sex? Traveler, don't ever pass up love for sex. I can't say I wouldn't miss you but I wouldn't expect you to stick around just to get laid, not with the love of your life waiting for you in Chicago."
Just then they heard the little bell over the front door of the shop. "I have to get back to work," Coral said. She stood and gave him a peck on the lips. "You have to do what's right for you, Traveler. Talk to you later."
He got one more opinion from Amelia when he went down to Joe's Galley for lunch. She didn't know much about his situation but she'd heard some of the conversation with Jack and she could tell something was bothering him. She more or less gave him the same advice, he had to follow his heart.
That night he used the office phone to call his mom and see how she was doing. They talked for almost an hour. It was the first time they could hold a conversation without constant interruptions from Ralph. It was probably the most pleasurable talk he'd ever had with her.
Later he tossed and turned but there was no way he was going to fall asleep. He had way too much on his mind and couldn't turn it off. It was about two in the morning when he decided to go for a ride. He hopped on his Shimano and took off for parts unknown. He just needed to ride.
The sun still had an hour before it would peek its head above the edge of the earth and silhouette the various fishing vessels setting out for day on the water. After a solitary, moonlit ride up and down the coast, Al found himself sitting on the same bench where he first came to rest on the day he'd arrived. The night air had cleared his mind some. For hours he weighed the possibilities against the probabilities, the realities against his dreams, his hurt and pain against his love.
Al had a lump in his throat and fought back tears as he said his goodbyes. They were his extended family. Up to that point he hadn't realized how much they meant to him, but Jack was right, he didn't want to live the rest of his life wondering, 'what if.' If there was still a chance of living his dream with Dawn he had to take it. If it didn't work out, he'd be back.
Up until the time he actually stepped into the plane, Al wasn't sure if he could go through with it, so he didn't call anyone to let them know of his return. His mother almost had a heart attack when she answered the door and found him standing there with his suitcases in hand.
"Hi, mom," he said with a smile.
Once she had gotten over the initial shock, she was more than happy to offer her son his old room back; at least until he could get an apartment. He smiled when he checked it out. It was exactly the same as when he left.
He wanted a few days to relax and get settled in before calling Dawn. He used the time to check into what it would take to resume his studies and get his bachelor's in graphic design. He found an accredited, on-line college with summer classes that allowed him to sign up and start almost immediately. There would be some review but he would almost be able to pick up right where he left off.
His mother always had her own car so she intended to sell Ralph's Lincoln after he died, but she hadn't gotten around to it. It was still in the garage so she gave it to Al. He hadn't even thought of his driver's license in years. When he checked and saw it was about to expire he went to get it renewed; piece of cake.
So far things were going great...now for Dawn. If there was one thing that convinced him to give things another try, it was the stunt that Jack pulled at Joe's Galley. In seconds he believed Coral had shot a man. If Jack hadn't come clean so quickly, how long would he have gone on believing it? That and Jack's disclosure of the pain he still felt at the loss of his wife, forced him to see things from a different angle.
Still...he wasn't about to just jump in with both feet. He was going to take it slow. He still had her number from when she gave it to him at the funeral. He planned to call her that evening and ask her out for coffee, then maybe a few dates. If, after a while, they were still dating and mutually agreed, they'd become exclusive. Yup, slow and easy was the plan.
While driving back home from the DMV with his brand new driver's license he passed a school and recognized the name. It was the grade school where Dawn taught. On a whim he pulled around to the parking lot. He knew what her car looked like from the restaurant where he'd seen her last. Sure enough, there it was. He glanced at the clock in his car. It was a couple minutes past three o'clock. He knew she'd soon be leaving the building. He smiled as he decided to surprise her. He walked over and leaned against her car with his arms folded and a big grin across his face.
When he saw her coming out the door his heart dropped. She was in the company of a very good looking man. They laughed and were obviously at ease with each other as he possessively guided her along by the elbow. Al remembered Dawn telling him about someone who was interested in her. Was he too late? He was having second thoughts about ambushing her like that. She hadn't seen him yet. There was still time to skulk away and find out if she was involved but just before he was about to make his get-away he heard a shriek...
"AL!" She stopped dead in her tracks and just stared.
"Surprise," he said with a sheepish grin.
"Wha...what are doing here?"
"I've decided to come back to Chicago and finish my degree."
For a second he wondered if she was going to faint again. Then, to the dismay of her companion, Dawn ran to him, threw her arms around Al's neck and kissed him hard. Three years of hurt and anger seemed to wash away with the feel of her body pressed against his. He wrapped her in his arms and returned the kiss. So much for taking it slow.
When she realized what she was doing, Dawn broke the kiss and stepped back. "I...I'm sorry," she apologized. "I shouldn't have done that, it's...I...I'm sorry. I just couldn't help myself."
Before he could answer, she remembered Brad standing behind her. She turned to him. "Oh, I'm sorry, Brad. This is..."
"Al...yes, I figured that out," he said, cutting her off. "The famous Al," he said, sticking his arm out to shake.
"Famous?" Al questioned while taking his hand.
"She has a video on her phone of you saving a dog from drowning. I've seen it six thousand, three hundred, and twenty nine times," he joked.
"Oh, you have not," Dawn said, playfully slapping him on the arm.
Al caught the interaction. It looked like there was chemistry, or at least a relaxed familiarity between them. Was this a serious rival? Had he already captured her heart? Al wasn't sure what he should do and was looking to Dawn for a cue of some kind.
"Well, I was just coming back from the DMV when I saw the school and thought I'd surprise you," he told her. "I'd better be getting back." He started to turn toward his own car when he felt her touch his arm.
"Al, do...do think we could have coffee sometime?"
Al turned back and saw Brad over her shoulder. There was no mistaking the look on his face. He obviously knew the situation and was praying Al would turn her down. He was going to be disappointed. "Sure," he responded. "In fact, I know it's short notice, but if you don't have plans tomorrow night, how about dinner?"
As she quickly and enthusiastically accepted, Brad knew he'd been kidding himself. She was never going to give herself to him. Her heart, body, and soul belonged to the man standing in front of her.
Dawn had to concentrate hard to get through the following day. She hadn't gotten much sleep and not knowing what Al's plans were yet had her in turmoil. When Al picked her up at her apartment later that night she had no idea how to act. She was more nervous than she remembered being on her very first date. He took her to a nice place this time. She'd waited as long as she could. Their waiter had just walked away with their order.
"Al," she anxiously started, "I...I'm trying to figure out what's going on. The last time we talked you made it pretty clear you had your life in that little town on the coast and you had no intentions of every coming back...and yet here you are."
"Stonington."
"Huh?"
"The name of the little town, it's Stonington," he said. "When I got back there I had a lot on my mind-all that about Ralph not being my dad...you; it was a lot to think about. Jack, the captain of the boat I worked on, noticed I wasn't quite myself. We had a talk and...well he kind of convinced me I should see what my life would be like back here. He said if things didn't work out I always had a job waiting for me back there."
It wasn't quite what she was hoping for but it was a start...maybe. She took a deep breath. "And what about me, Al. Do I figure into your life back here? I have to know. I have to know if there's still a chance for us." At that point the world stopped while she waited for his answer.
"I'm not making any promises, Dawn, but I'd like to give it a try."



Instantly, her eyes watered. She grabbed the linen napkin and wiped away the tears that had already streaked her cheeks.
With all the happy times and love they'd experienced as a couple before, it was in that moment that Al realized how much she loved him and how he loved her back. He reached across the small table and helped wipe away a track of moisture from her face.
"What about that Brad guy?" he asked. "You know he has the hots for you. You looked pretty cozy coming out of the school."
"He's the guy I told you about before. We have lunch together, that's it. He's a nice guy and we talk but we're just friends, Al. We've never even been on a date."
"Okay—just checking. I know he doesn't feel that way. I could see it in his face. I wouldn't doubt if he makes a play for you now. He probably figured he had plenty of time before, but now that I'm back...well, don't be surprised if he gets more aggressive."
"I doubt that'll happen, Al. He didn't even show up for lunch today. Believe me, if he makes any kind of romantic overtures toward me I'll shut him down immediately. I screwed up once, I'm not about to do it again."
As it turned out, Brad was smart enough and cared about her enough to be happy for her. They remained friends and still ate together but he never asked her out again and finally met someone who cared as much for him as he did for her.
Al and Dawn dated for several months until the lease on her apartment was up. They took the next step and rented another place together. A few months after that, Al received his bachelor's degree. It was time.
It had been just shy of a year since he'd moved back to Chicago. After a cold, snowing Midwest winter, people were finally roaming around with no coats again. It wasn't a gigantic diamond but it was the most beautiful thing Dawn had ever seen in her life. When he actually spoke the words he was shocked that she had one condition...
"I get to pick where we honeymoon," she said with a big smile.
"Ah, yeah, sure; just, well we'll have to make sure we can afford it. I mean..."
"I want to go to Stonington," she said.
Not so she noticed but inwardly he was able to breathe again. He was afraid she was talking about the south of France or something. He could smile again. "Really? Why there?"
"I want to meet everyone. I want to meet Coral and Jack and Amelia. I want to eat in Joe's Galley. I want to buy a painting from Coral. I know you love it there. I want to experience it, Al. I want to share with you."
When Al called Coral to let them know he was bringing his wife she told him to leave the accommodations up to them. Jack and his crew along with some of the gang from Joe's Galley all pitched in and got the newlyweds a beautiful room in the most exclusive bed and breakfast in the area as a wedding present. It sat on the rocky bluffs, overlooking the Atlantic, just a mile north of town.
Just like Al, Dawn immediately fell in love with the place and the people treated her like family. Within two days she regarded Jack as her second father and Coral as the sister she never had. Never could Dawn remember having so much fun crammed into a week; of course a good part of that fun was being able to share it with the man she loved.
It was their last night. Al held her hand as they walked up the sandy coastline, listening to the pounding surf and watching moonbeams dance along the top of the waves. They found a dry spot of beach and sat down to take it all in. Dawn gazed into the warm night and could swear the man in the moon was looking down on them and smiling. Al put his arm around her as she pressed her body to his and laid her head on his shoulder.
It was a totally different world than Chicago.
"You're going to have to make a lot of money," she whispered.
Al chuckled. "That's the plan."
"I want a summer home out here, honey, three bedrooms so there's enough room for the kids."
"The kids? Plural? How many, exactly?"
"Of course, kids. Three," she answered. "The girls can share a room but our son will need one of his own."
Al didn't say anything; he just let his mind wander. He could almost see them jumping around and laughing as they played in the surf.
"We'll have to start making babies pretty soon," she continued. "I want them to know their grandpa Jack and aunt Coral. When do you think I'd be able to go off the birth control?"
"When was the last time you took a pill?"
"This morning," she replied.
"How about if you make it your last one?"
She pulled her head from his shoulder and looked him in the eye. "Really?"
"Really," he chuckled.
Her eyes sparkled with excitement. "Then I think we should get back to our room and start practicing immediately."
They had another half a mile to walk so they took the time to enjoy the pounding surf on their way back. When they returned to their room, it was as if the air had been charged with romance. They made love hundreds of times in the past to express their love for one another, but the thought of making a baby added a dimension neither had experienced before. They had already committed to each other at the altar. Now they were committing to bringing another life into the world; a life for which they would be responsible, a life they would raise and nurture with all the love they possessed.
Al took his new wife in his arms as they kissed. Seductively Dawn started unbuttoning his shirt one button at a time. He responded by opening her blouse, undoing the front clasp of her dainty bra, and covering her chest with light kisses. Slowly, they each removed the other's clothing.
As many times as he'd seen her naked, she'd never looked lovelier than she did at that moment. With almost no effort at all, he picked her up in his arms and gently laid her across the king size bed. "I love you so much," he whispered in her ear before tenderly touching his lips to hers.
As Al worked his kisses around her neck and continued south, Dawn basked in euphoric dreams of the reality she thought would never come to be. She cried out as her husband's tongue massaged her love button and within minutes, reached a crescendo of erotic pleasures.
Al would have loved to continue his oral tribute but the skin was stretched so tightly over his cock that he was in pain. He moved up and hovered above his beautiful bride. With excitement, she reached between them, took his steal rod, and guided it into its moist, warm home. Slowly Al started to rock up and back, sometimes teasing her by holding himself just inside of her before pushing it all the way in. He held off as long as he could. When Dawn knew he was about to cum, she reached up, wrapped her arms around his neck, pulled him down to her breasts, and held on tight while they both erupted in volcanic passions. It was only the beginning of a magical evening neither would ever forget.
The next day everyone, including Jack, had tears in their eyes while saying goodbye.
"We'll be back," Dawn told everyone. "Al has promised to make enough money to buy a summer home out here and I'm holding him to it."
Epilogue;
It took ten years but Al did fulfill his promise and made enough money to buy a three bedroom summer home just outside of town. By that time their three kids, Evangeline, Brianna, and Tyler were old enough to enjoy the ocean breezes, not to mention Grandpa Jack's stories of life on the high seas.
Over the course of their lives, as it is with everyone, the McCain family saw its highs and lows. By the time Dawn retired after thirty years of teaching, all three parents had passed on. Captain Jack also left his trawler behind as he approached the heavenly gates. After decades of loving, nurturing, and guiding, their kids had become prosperous adults with families of their own.
After talking it over with the family, Al and Dawn decided to sell the home in Chicago and live out the rest of their days listening to the surf pounding against the rocky shores of New England.
The End.
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PROLOGUE:
"The Talk," epitomized in song, fable and hundreds of Loving Wives stories. Most of us have used it as a plot device in at least one or two stories—even me.
The problem with "The Talk" is its believability. Could anyone actually be so stupid as to sit down with their spouse and proclaim their intent to cheat in some manner? The answer is yes, but it's still hard to believe.
So, I wrote my version. I think it's a lot more believable than the usual ploy.
As always, I enjoy your comments so please tell me what you think.
Thanks.
***
The Talk: My Version
I don't usually stop off at a bar on the way home from work but this was an occasion. Jack Kelly, a coworker for the last fifteen years, was leaving the company for a new job. It was his last day and a bunch of the guys were going out to wish him a bon voyage.
I called my wife as soon as I knew so she wouldn't start preparing dinner right away. She thanked me for letting her know and asked what time she could expect me. When I told her no later than eight, she asked me to pick up a pizza on the way home.
It had been a long frustrating week and we were all looking forward to blowing off a little steam as well as toasting to Jack and his new job. We had been at Plato's Place for about an hour when I saw someone I knew walk in. I smiled and waved, but he had his head down and didn't see me. I got the sense something was wrong as I watched him take a stool at the bar and order a drink.
"Someone you know?" asked one of the guys.
"Yeah, a friend. Tina and I sometimes go out with him and his wife. The four of us love a good play, so we always try to get tickets whenever something new comes to town."
"He looks a little down in the dumps."
"Yeah, I noticed."
About a half hour later, our little impromptu party was breaking up. We all made one last toast and wished Jack luck in his new job. Before following the rest of the guys out the door, I took another look to see if Tom was still sitting at the bar. He was, and he still looked as forlorn as when he walked in. It was only quarter after seven, so I thought I'd go over and see if there was anything I could do.
I slid my butt on the stool next to him and ordered us a couple more beers. He didn't know I was there until he heard my voice.
"Don't tell me she sent you to find me."
I assumed the "'she'" he was talking about had to be his wife, Bea. This wasn't sounding good. "Now why would anyone send me out to look for you? Are you missing?" I asked.
"Yeah, I'm missing all right," he said with a forced chuckle. "Actually, I'm supposed to be in a couple's therapy session with Bea, but I just couldn't hack it tonight so I blew it off. She called me a couple of times, but I really don't feel like talking to her right now so I haven't answered. I thought maybe she called you and Tina when she couldn't get a hold of me."
"No," I assured him, "I stopped in with some guys from work. I saw you when you walked in so I thought I'd come over and say hi before taking off. I didn't even know you guys were having problems. It sounds pretty serious if you're going to a counselor."
"Yeah, well," he said, forcing another chuckle, "serious is what you get when you find out your bitch of a wife has been sleeping with someone else."
I almost fell off my stool. "Bea?"
"Yeah, my sweet lovable Bea; some guy she works with, or at least used to work with. As soon as I found out I told her if there was any chance of saving our marriage she had to quit her fucking job," he told me while refilling his glass with the beer I bought him.
"You're absolutely positive; no question she was cheating on you?"
"None whatsoever. She'd been fucking that asshole for months. She admitted it the first time we saw the therapist."
"How did you find out?"
"She took me for a fool, that's how. She's worked at that place for over seven years. Never has she had to work overtime. All of a sudden, she's working late one or two times a week. Steve, I ain't no fool. I got suspicious, so one night when she said she had to work late again, I drove over there to see if her car was in the lot. I was just pulling around to the side of the building when I saw her walking out with some guy. They got in his car so I followed them—all the way to the Motel Six on Euclid Avenue. While asshole went into the office to pay for the room she waited in the car. I walked up and tapped on the window."
He took a long drink before continuing. "Steve, I'll tell you, man, I've never gone through anything like this. She cried and begged and made all kinds of promises before I finally agreed to go to couples counseling and try to patch things up but I don't think I can do it, Steve, I really don't."
We sat and talked for about an hour before he decided to go back home. I honestly had no idea if his marriage was going to make it. He was trying, but it was taking all he had. Personally, I thought he was nuts for even trying. That got me thinking.
I called ahead for the pizza but it was about eight-twenty when I walked in the door.
"There you are. I was just about to call. I was getting worried."
"Hi, hon," I said, leaning over to give her a peck on the lips. I put the pizza down on the kitchen table. Tina had already set it with paper plates, a bottle of wine, and two glasses.
"Sorry I'm late. I ran into Tom Hinkle. Did you know he and Bea were having problems?"
Tina hesitated, but only for a second. "Yeah."
"Why didn't you say something?"
"I didn't think Bea wanted me spreading it all over town," she replied.
"Um...am I not your husband? I don't consider that spreading it all over town. Did you know she was cheating on him?"
"No, not at first."
"Not at first?"
"Well, I mean, not until he caught her. She called the next day and confessed the whole thing. I've talked to her a few times since, though, and she's pretty sure they'll be okay."
"I wouldn't put money on it."
Tina suddenly looked up at me. "What do you mean? Bea told me just yesterday that they were seeing a marriage counselor and they were working things out."
"Yeah, well, I talked to Tom tonight and I don't think I'd put too much stock in what Bea is telling you. He's having a really tough time. I think he's about ready to throw in the towel. I could be wrong but I don't think so."
I was still going over things in my head while we sat in silence and took a few bites of pizza. As much as I trusted Tina, Tom's story had my mind swimming in "'what-ifs.'" I decided to bring them up.
"Tina, I love you with all my heart. You and the kids are my whole world. I probably don't tell you that enough, but it's true."
She looked a little shocked. "I know, honey; I love you, too."
"I wanted to make sure you know that because I think we need to have a talk."
"About what, hon?"
"About what we expect from each other as far as fidelity is concerned," I said.
She wrinkled her brow and stared at me with a scowl. "What? You think just because Bea cheated on Tom that I might cheat on you? Steve, that's insulting. I..."
"No, I didn't say that, but we've never talked about it. You know me, I like to have everything out in the open. After seeing Tom tonight I know that if anything like that happened to us, I could never stay in the marriage. I don't care how much counseling we went through. I would also expect you to divorce me if I ever strayed."
"I'd have to divorce your dead body," she growled just before taking another bite of pizza.
I had to laugh. "That's my girl. That's the attitude I'm looking for. Other than maybe at a funeral, I've never seen a man as broken as Tom. The way he talked, those therapy sessions aren't really helping. He said she just talks about why she did it and he talks about how he feels. Every time he thinks that he may be able to forgive her betrayal it's time for another session and he gets pissed off all over again from listening to her.
"On top of that he just keeps questioning his manhood. You could tell by just listening to him that his confidence in himself is shot to hell. He told me it's even affecting his work. He can't concentrate."
"Steve, that's silly. Bea was in a bad place emotionally. That guy at her work took advantage, that's all. It had nothing to do with Tom's manhood."
"Maybe not, but you'll never convince him of that. I just want you to remember that if you are ever tempted. I would not go through what he's going through; I couldn't do it. It would destroy me. If it ever happened to us there would be no second chances and no therapy, just a quick and immediate divorce. It's the only way I'd be able to keep my sanity and move on."
"Steve, I have never..."
"Honey, I know that, honest, but listening to Tom reminded me that we're all human. We all have moments of weakness now and then. Of course, when a person loves their spouse it serves as a deterrent against infidelity, but sometimes love's just not enough. Look at Bea, I have no doubt that she loves Tom, but that didn't stop her. I just think having a clear understanding of the consequences of an affair would add to a person's resolve."
"Sounds more like a threat to me," snarled Tina.
I smiled, trying to lighten the mood. "You mean like divorcing my dead body?"
She laughed. "Yeah, like that."
"Honey, I'm not threatening you, I'm not accusing you, and I trust you implicitly. You and I have always been able to sit down and talk about issues that were important. We've never been afraid to share our views or state our case with each other. We have never talked about fidelity, so I thought we should have a frank discussion, that's all."
"You want frank? I'll give you frank. If I ever catch you with another woman I'll cut your cock off and shove it up your ass before I kill you. How's that for frank?"
God, I loved that woman! I couldn't help the big grin that stretched across my face.
Tina took a sip of wine and looked at me. "So do I get to join in this conversation?"
I wondered what she had to add. I thought I was pretty thorough. "By all means," I told her.
"Well, I was just thinking that maybe we should up the ante in the sex department. Instead of two or three times a week maybe four or five if you're up to it; maybe that would help our resolve if one of those moments of weaknesses pops up."
I shoved the remaining half a slice of pizza in my mouth all at once. It was so full I couldn't talk so I looked at my lovely wife and mumbled, "I'm ready."
She laughed. "Silly man, didn't anyone ever tell you not to have sex with your mouth full. Come on," she said, getting up and heading for the bedroom. "Bring the wine and glasses."
***
I hadn't seen or talked to Tom after that night, nor had Tina talked to Bea. I thought of calling him a couple times to see how he was doing but didn't want to pry so I put it off. I figured he'd call me if he wanted to talk.
About two weeks after our little fidelity talk, I walked in the house just as Tina was setting her cellphone down on the coffee table. She gave me my traditional welcome home hug and kiss before she spoke.
"Well, you were right."
"I was," I said, acting excited. "Did you mark it on the calendar for me?" I didn't get quite the cheery response I was expecting. "What's the matter?"
"Tom filed for divorce. Bea is devastated. She was bawling so hard when she called, it took me twenty minutes to understand what she was saying. She called around three and I was just hanging up when you walked in. I hope you're not real hungry because I haven't even started dinner yet."
I was sorry to hear about the divorce. I had hoped they'd somehow work things out. When something like that happens it makes a guy like me appreciate what he has all that much more.
"I'll tell you what, let's go out to eat."
"Really?"
"Yes, really, and afterward we'll find someplace where couples dance with their arms around each other. Then I thought we'd drive up to the lake and watch the sun come up. We haven't done that since we were kids.
The End.



        Lisa's Husband

        Would her rise to stardom leave her husband behind?

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/lisas-husband

Title: Lisa's Husband

Author: laptopwriter

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Would her rise to stardom leave her husband behind?

Tags: newspaper, photography, reporter, welcome to the new world story




Copyright © 2019
FOREWORD: First, let me say I am honored to be invited to participate in this event. I would also like to thank blackrandI1958 for her expert editing skills.
*****
Her body finally stopped twitching and her breathing was almost back to normal. Never in her life had Lisa felt so loved. The light scent of his cologne filled her senses as she lazily opened her eyes and let them adjust to the flickering candle light that filled room. The corners of her mouth turned up when she saw him looking down on her with that goofy grin.
"You okay?"
"Mhmmmm," she hummed in response, widening her smile. Lisa reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck. She could still feel his hard cock warmly snuggled within her vaginal walls. "You're still hard as nails, aren't you?"
"Should we stop? We've been at it for quite a while. You want to rest?"
"Bite your tongue, young man. This is a night I'll remember the rest of my life. I'm not stopping till you can't get it up anymore."
Her words were music to his ears. Not three hours earlier, the beautiful young woman lying under him had accepted his proposal of marriage. He was on such a high he felt like he could go on making love to her forever.
"Wait, just let me hold you there," she said pulling him to her breasts. She closed her eyes and moved her head, giving him better access to her neck as he peppered it with tender kisses.
She had no idea she had that kind of capacity to love. With every breath, she devoured his soul. Neither was a virgin when they met, but neither had experienced making love until they found each other. It was euphoria unparalleled in their lives. Every kiss was the twinkling of a star. Every thrust of his manhood was a lightning bolt of passion.
The next morning, Trey awoke with Lisa's head on his chest. When she felt him stir, she gazed into his eyes, "Thank you, Trey. Thank you for the most fantastic night of my life."
A big grin stretched across his face. Nothing made him happier than knowing he made her happy. "Thank you for saying yes, honey. Neither of us will ever forget last night. I wanted to make it special, but you made it extraordinary with that one word."
"You made it pretty extraordinary yourself: dinner, dancing, champagne, this room. Not that I'm complaining mind you, honey, but how can you afford all this. The room alone had to set you back two-hundred dollars or more. Did you win the lottery or something?"
He chuckled. "No, that would be nice though. No, I heard about a soccer team that practiced in Downton Park every Saturday morning. A couple of weeks ago, I went down there with my camera and took a bunch of action shots of them. I did some editing during the week, then last Saturday I went down there again with a flash drive of the shots and my laptop. I sold over four-hundred dollars worth of prints to those guys."
Lisa was amazed at how easily Trey made money with his camera. His life's ambition was to become a successful photographer. She had to smile at how lucky she felt. Her fiancé was tall, good looking, athletic, romantic smart, and had the potential for being a great provider. He knew what he wanted in life and was talented enough to achieve it. Her girlfriends were jealous before--wait till they got back to the campus and she showed them her ring. It was his grandmother's, a family heirloom and extremely precious to her betrothed. Now it was just as precious to her. She loved the way it looked on her finger and knew she would cherish it forever.
Trey reached over and picked his phone up from the nightstand. "Oh shit, honey, we have to get moving. Check out is at eleven o'clock and it's almost ten already."
"Aw, you mean no more nookie?"
He laughed then reached over and playfully tweaked her nipple.
"Oooh," she cooed. "Don't start something you can't finish there, lover." She turned on her side to face him and reached down to feel his cock. "Uh-huh, I thought I saw that tent pole raising the sheet. Are you sure we don't have time...not even for a quickie?"
She was right. He was hard as a rock again. Lisa giggled as his head disappeared under the sheet. "Oh God," she cried with the first sensation of his tongue touching her clit. Lisa threw the sheet on the floor and watched the top of his head slowly moving up and down. She reached down and tangled her fingers in his hair when the first orgasm hit. "Ahhhh," she screamed as her body twisted to the left, then to the right in ecstasy.
They hadn't much time but he wasn't about to stop. He picked up the pace as Lisa cried for mercy. Two more times, her body climaxed before Trey moved into place and aimed his steel like penis for the welcoming moist entrance to his world. Her body shimmered with a sheen of glistening sweat as he held himself in position. He arched his back as he drove inside her. Her body writhed and screams of rapture filled the room as they both came with force.
*****
The following Monday, back at school, Lisa was flashing her ring to the tune of several oohs and ahhs from her girlfriends. Within their social group, it was the general consensus that a more perfect couple than Lisa and Trey just didn't exist. They were both good looking people with personality and a great sense of humor. Even their perspective careers went together like biscuits and gravy.
Trey's ability behind the camera was almost legendary around the school. He constantly received accolades for his photography of their theater department. In addition he was the chief photographer for The Spectator the college newspaper. That was how he met Lisa.
She was a journalism major and worked on the paper as a reporter. Her father was an award winning newspaper journalist for nineteen years before being killed in a car accident when she was sixteen. She loved and admired her dad for the integrity with which he did his job. In her eyes he could do no wrong. His death was devastating for many, but at the time Lisa wondered how she could even go on living. It was her mother's pep-talk that gave her courage to stand over her father's casket and make a silent vow to follow in his footsteps and do him proud.
Many times when Trey and Lisa discussed their future, they would talk about combining their talents and producing books and magazine articles together. They had already planned several working vacations where they would document their experiences in words and pictures. Yes, everyone who knew them regarded the couple as a match made in heaven...everyone except for Britney.
The beautiful, blond haired, blue eyed Britney Holcomb was not Lisa's favorite friend. In fact, she didn't regard the spoiled brat as a friend at all, but she was chummy with two girls that Lisa did call friends, so she felt obligated to be nice. She was the only one who said anything derogatory about Lisa's engagement ring.
"It looks old," she remarked. "Where'd he get it, a pawn shop?"
One of the other girls giggled a little but the others shot her a very dirty look.
"I'm just saying," she said, trying to explain away her nasty comment. "I didn't mean it wasn't pretty, but where else would you buy a ring that old?"
"It belonged to Trey's grandmother," Lisa sharply responded. "When she died his mom inherited it. I didn't know it but when Trey went home a couple months ago it was to tell his folks he was going to propose. That's when she gave him the ring." That brought even more oohs and ahhs...and more jealousy from the blond whose blue eyes had just turned green with envy.
Britney had no real interest in Trey. After college she was going to find herself a rich hedge-fund manager and become a trophy wife like her mother. Still, she didn't like the way Lisa had put her in her place. She began to fantasize about stealing Trey away from her. That would put her in HER place, she thought amusedly to herself. The more she thought about it, the more a plan started to form. She easily had the looks to be a model. Models need pictures, right? Hmmm...
The worst thing about Trey and Lisa's relationship was time, they had very little of it together. Both had full academic schedules so when they weren't in class they were studying. What spare time they had left was spent on assignments from the newspaper. A real treat was when they both got to work on the same story but that was a rarity. Of course having so little time together made it all the more special when they were able to steal a couple of hours here and there.
A couple weeks had gone by before Britney was ready to spring the trap on operation Trey. She knew what hall he would be in between two of his classes and laid in wait. She'd missed him the day before but saw his black, wavy hair among the crowd on her second try.
"Oh, Trey, I'm sorry," she said as she purposely bumped into him.
"Hi, Britney; no problem," he replied with a smile.
"Listen, I'm glad I bumped into you though," she joked. "Would you have a moment to talk privately sometime today or tomorrow? I need to ask a favor."
"Ah, yeah, I guess. I'm on my way to my last class for the day. I have to be at the paper by three though. Got any time between one and three?"
"Yeah, how about one-thirty at that little coffee shop on North Avenue?"
"Do we have to go off campus? What about the library?"
"I'd rather keep this between you and me, Trey. I don't want to take a chance on someone overhearing us."
This was starting to sound very mysterious. About a dozen different scenarios ran through his head; everything from a juicy story for the paper to some kind of surprise for Lisa. "Okay, one-thirty at the coffee shop," he responded. "I won't have a lot of time, though."
"I know," she acknowledged. "It won't take long. I'll buy the coffee. See you there," she said with a smile.
Britney was already seated with two large coffees when he walked in. She didn't tell him but she blew off her econ class to meet him. What she had in mind was way more important than one econ class.
He saw the extra coffee waiting for him so he walked over to the table and sat down.
"It's black," she said, motioning to the cup. "I didn't know how you take it."
"Just like this," he replied. "Now, what's this big secret you want to talk about?"
Her eyes glanced around to make sure there was no one within earshot before she lowered her head a little and spoke. "I want to try to make some money by modeling."
Well, with all the things he had spinning around in his head, that was not one of them. "Britney, with all the money your dad has, what do you need with more?"
"That's just it, Trey, it's his money. I've never made a nickel myself. I'm always being told I'm pretty, so I thought maybe I can use my looks to make some of my own. Why, don't you think I'm pretty enough?"
"Of course you're pretty enough, bu..."
"Well then..." she interrupted him before he could finish. "Will you help me? I need somebody to take some professional pictures of me. I'll pay you, of course."
She was a friend of his fiancée, what could he say? "Yeah, of course I'll help you. How about Sunday? We can take some shots around the campus..."
"Oh, no, like I said, I want to keep this just between you and me. I want to do this somewhere private where no one will see and ask questions; and whatever you do, don't tell Lisa. If she mentions it to one of the other girls everyone will find out."
"Ah, I don't like the idea of keeping it from Lisa."
"Why, what's the big deal? Does she have to know every little thing you do?"
"No, of course not, but..."
"Come on, Trey. I just don't want to be embarrassed or have people making fun of me if I don't get any modeling jobs."
He had to take a moment. He couldn't really think of any reason why he HAD to tell Lisa. He had done several shoots in the past without mentioning them to her. "All right, Britney, I won't say anything. I know a photographer in town who has a studio. I do some work for him sometimes. I can see if he'll let me use it."
"Oh, God, Trey, that would be fantastic," she gushed. "When would you know? If we can't use it I'll have to rent a hotel suit or something."
Trey reached for his phone. "I'll call him right now."
She listened to his side of the conversation and was smiling as he disconnected.
"Okay, it's all set. I'll pick up a key from him between now and Sunday. It'll have to be in the afternoon though. Lisa and I are going to brunch but then she has to get back to study for an exam so it works out perfect."
"Thank you, Trey. I really appreciate this. What should I wear?"
Trey went over the type of clothes and accessories she should bring with her. He asked her if she needed a hair and make-up artist but she insisted she could do that herself. He gave her the names of several websites where she could go for ideas. As they left, she reminded him one more time not to say anything to anyone. He gave her his promise.
On the third Sunday of every month, the Bushwood Country Club had a buffet brunch that was open to the public. They stretched long narrow tables end-to-end in the main dining room and filled them with a celebration of palate pleasing cuisine. Several college students from the nearby campus loved to go because it was also affordable. Trey and Lisa always tried to make time for it. They found a nice cozy little table overlooking the practice green.
Lisa felt guilty. "I'm sorry I don't have time to do anything today, honey."
"Honey, there's no need to apologize."
"I know; I just feel bad. We get one day where we could do something together and I'll be in the library studying all day."
"Honey, I've had to do the same thing at times. Our studies come first. They always have."
She nodded her head in agreement as she brought a fork full of scrambled eggs to her lips. "So, what do you have lined up for the afternoon?"
"I have a shoot set up," he replied. He was hoping she wouldn't ask. He wasn't about to lie to her so he wasn't quite sure what he was going to say if she pressed him further—and press she did.
"Oh, good; at least you won't be bored. What are you shooting?"
"A modeling portfolio."
"Oh, no kidding? For who? Anyone I know?"
"Ah, well actually I can't tell you."
"Can't tell me—why?" she asked with one raised eyebrow.
"Well, the person doesn't want to be embarrassed if they don't get any work."
"I see," she said, now intrigued. "Just tell me if it's a man or a woman."
"Honey, this person asked me to keep their identity confidential and I intend on keeping my word," he said, being very careful not to even divulge the person's gender.
Lisa had to laugh. She thought at least she'd find out if it was a man or a woman. "Okay," she said, "I respect that. I won't ask anymore."
After brunch, Trey drove Lisa back to her dorm and gave her a big kiss before dropping her off. He already had the key to his friend's studio and his camera gear was in the trunk so he drove right over to start setting up lights and getting things ready for the shoot.
Modeling was hard work, Britney knew that. She had no desire to work. Her dad gave her all the money she needed with no questions asked. No, it wasn't modeling she had her sights set on...
Trey told her where to park and that the side door would be open, so she walked right in. "Hi, Trey."
He turned and looked. Wow, she was always pretty but now she damn near took his breath away. Instead of her straight blond hair being pulled back into a pony tail, as usual, it now had body and waves as it flowed gracefully over her shoulders. The touch of rouge under her cheekbones was just enough to contour her face and bring out her features.
Suddenly Trey was more enthused with the shoot. He was not only going to get shots for her portfolio, but for his, as well. Now he was thankful he had asked to use the studio. He had all the lighting he needed at his fingertips.
"Damn, Britney, you look gorgeous," he told her.
"Thank you, kind sir," she replied with bright smile. "I looked on several modeling websites for tips on makeup. They all said to use just a little more than you normally would. I hope it's not too much."
"The makeup is perfect," he told her. "Come on over here and let's see what you brought."
She followed him to a couch along the wall and started pulling articles of clothing from her garment bag. Trey watched as she displayed a formal evening gown, a very short black cocktail dress, and two of the tiniest bikinis he'd ever seen.
"Very nice," he commented.
"Thanks. I remembered what you said about wearing any tight clothes that leave marks on the skin so I'm not wearing any underwear. The evening gown is backless so I think we should shoot with that and the black dress first; don't you?"
"Yeah," he agreed. "Let's start with the formal."
While she was getting dressed, Trey looked around for some props and different places to shoot other than the plain backdrop. That would be fine for the bathing suits but he wanted more of an indoor setting for the dresses. By the time she emerged from the dressing room he had moved some of the lights to the rear of the studio where he could also use some window light.
Once he started shooting, Trey was all business. He directed Britney and gave her some tips on working to the lights. He sometimes stood in front of her so she could mimic the pose he wanted her in. A couple of times they were close enough she could have put her arms around him, but she didn't want to blow it. She would follow her plan.
They had been at it for a couple hours and had a hundred or so shots of the two outfits. After finishing with the black dress, Britney headed for the dressing room again. Trey didn't want to admit it to himself, but he was looking forward to seeing that tight body in one of those little bikinis. He was moving one of the lights in place and had his back to her as she approached.
"Trey, I hope you don't mind, but..."
He turned to look at her before she had finished talking and virtually gasped. He couldn't blink if he wanted to. His eyelids froze wide open. His jaw dropped to the floor and he could feel himself starting to sweat. He could hear his heart beating, and his cock started to stir.
She was facing him with her legs slightly parted. Most of her weight was on her left side and her hand on the opposite hip. Her firm breasts stood out proudly from an athletic frame that narrowed to a very small waist. She still wore the high heels that accentuated her long, shapely legs and drew his attention to the light colored, almost imperceptible landing strip of blond hair.
"...I wanted to do some nudes before I got into one of those bathing suits. They're pretty tight and I know they'll leave marks," she said. She had to fight a big grin as she saw the front of his trousers and knew her plan was working. With a little teasing, she'll have him between her legs in no time. There wasn't a doubt in her mind.
"Ah, Britney," he stammered, "you didn't say anything about nudes. I...I don't think..."
"I know," she said, cutting him off in mid-sentence. "But I've been looking at a lot of modeling sites and they all have nudes. Kate Moss, that McPherson woman, they've all done nude modeling and I read an article that said every model should have a couple of nudes in her portfolio."
"Ah—Britney, I...I..."
"Oh, come on, Trey. You're a professional aren't you? I promise not to bite," she said with a disarming smile.
His first thought was of Lisa. He wasn't quite sure just how understanding she'd be if she knew about him taking nudes of the campus' blond bombshell. Then again, Britney was right; he was a professional, or at least he would be soon. Admittedly, he'd never had a beautiful girl posing naked in front of his camera before, but he knew as a pro photographer it was something he would be doing from time to time. With an internal sigh, along with a little trepidation, he decided to go ahead.



After forty-five minutes of shooting, Britney was getting frustrated. She taunted Trey into doing the nudes by underscoring him as being a professional. What she hadn't counted on was being correct. Once she stepped in front of the camera she became a subject. The poses, the lighting, the composition, the sets, the props...everything was arranged for artistic value. She teased, she flirted; he didn't even seem to notice, he was too engrossed in capturing each shot. Nothing she did could penetrate his professional demeanor; in fact, she was beginning to wonder if he remembered she was naked.
Well, she thought, subtlety wasn't working, time to go for the gold. Trey had both hands stretched over his head to adjust one of the lights when she walked up from behind him. She wrapped one arm around his chest while reaching around with the other and rubbing the front of his pants. He jumped away from her touch and almost knocked the light over.
"What the hell are you doing?"
She responded with that breath-taking smile of hers. "I never knew posing naked would make me so horny. Come on," she cooed, while slinking up and taking ahold of his belt, "let's work off some of this sexual tension."
"Britney, stop it," he demanded as he pushed her hands away.
"Oh come on, Trey, you have to be as horny as I am. If you're worried about Lisa, don't be. There's nobody here but us. She'll never know."
"Maybe not but I would know. You're one of the most desirable girls on campus, Britney, but I'm not about to cheat on Lisa."
Now she was getting mad. She took a step back and stood in front of him, exhibiting the ultimate in feminine beauty. "What does she have that I don't?" she arrogantly asked.
"Me," he responded. "Come on, get dressed. We've got plenty of shots. The shoot is over."
"No, no, I still want to get some bathing suit shots. Come on, Trey; you promised."
If she wasn't a paying client he'd have ended it but she did have a point. "Okay, but no more screwing around or I'll pull the plug, I mean it, Britney."
"Fine," she said, not trying very hard to disguise her anger, "but you'll never know what you just gave up," she told him before turning her back.
Trey watched the most perfect ass he'd ever seen as it swayed from side to side all the way back to the dressing room.
When she came out again she wasn't wearing much more than she had previously, but at least she didn't try rubbing his cock. She had been right about one thing, though, once the shoot was over he was horny as an old goat. As soon as she left he pulled out his phone. "Hi gorgeous."
"Hi handsome."
"How's the studying going? I got paid in cash; think you'll have time to go out for dinner later and maybe some dessert?" He heard her jiggle.
"I think I can do that," she replied with a bounce in her voice. "Probably not till seven though. Is that too late?"
"I will pick you up at seven." They said their goodbyes and disconnected. He glanced at the time. It wasn't quite four yet. He had time to get back to his room, download the shots to his computer, select the best ones, and maybe even get a little retouching done before getting a shower.
At dinner, Lisa asked how the shoot went but didn't press him beyond that. They were both looking forward to their after dinner entertainment.
Not far from the campus was the Cherry Lane Motel, an L shaped, single story structure of twenty rooms. It was pretty typical of most cheap motels. A few of the rooms had two full size beds but most had one queen size. At seventy-five dollars a night, you couldn't beat the rates but that wasn't why the place was always so busy, it was their student specials. For thirty bucks you could get a room for two hours. Management insisted they did not do it for purposes of hanky-panky but to offer students a couple hours of privacy and relaxation away from the college madness. Whatever the reason, Trey and Lisa took advantage of the two hour specials on many occasions.
Things were pretty mundane over the next couple of weeks. Trey and Lisa were able to take an evening here and there but between their studies and the school newspaper they didn't get to see nearly as much of each other as they would have liked.
Trey had been on an assignment and was looking forward to a good night's sleep when he got back to his dorm room. Just as he walked in his phone rang. He knew who it was by the ring tone but it was after ten o'clock, pretty late for a call from Lisa. He got it on the second ring.
"Hi honey, what's up?"
"We need to talk."
She sounded angry, but that didn't make sense. He had seen her in the newsroom just a few hours earlier and she was in a good mood. What could have happened since then? "You want to meet for breakfast?"
"We need to talk now, Trey. Meet me at Denny's on the corner."
"But, honey, I..." He realized he was talking into a dead phone. "This better be important," he mumbled to himself as he closed his dorm room door and headed down the hall.
Lisa was already sitting in a booth as far away from the counter as she could get for privacy. He noticed the scowl on her face as he scooted in on the other side where his cup of coffee already sat. "Honey, what's the matter?"
"That model portfolio you shot a couple weeks ago, was it with Britney Holcomb?"
He told Britney he wasn't going to lie to Lisa and he wasn't going to. "Yeah, she asked..."
"And you fucked her?" she slowly growled. She watched his expression but couldn't determine if it was surprise or guilt that she witnessed.
"What? No, of course not," he stated with conviction. "What the hell... where did you get that from?"
She studied his face as she answered. "She told Cathy Hendricks that you've been bugging her to model for you. Cathy said she showed her some nude photos and she recognized your logo in the corner. She said Britney told her how horny you both got and wound up fucking before the end of the shoot."
He almost couldn't believe his ears. Why would Britney lie like that? "You don't believe that, do you?"
"Are you saying it didn't happen?"
"No, it didn't happen, not the fucking part anyway—and the rest didn't happen like she said, either." He looked directly into Lisa's eyes. She at least looked like she was waiting for an explanation.
"First of all, I never asked her to model. She came to me. She said she wanted to make some money on her own, without her daddy's help, and people told her she should try modeling. She asked me to shoot her portfolio but didn't want me to tell anybody because she was worried she'd be embarrassed if she didn't get any work.
"She brought four outfits. She never said anything about nudes until we were half way through the shoot. She went into the dressing room and was supposed to change into a swimsuit but came out naked instead. She said she had read where models should have a couple of nudes in their portfolios.
"We took some shots but after a little while she said she was getting horny and wanted to screw. I flat out refused her, honey. I never touched her. In fact, I got angry and was going to end the shoot right there but she convinced me to get the swimsuit shots before quitting. That's the God's honest truth, honey. I never touched her," he emphatically reiterated.
He thought of one other thing. "Remember we went out to dinner and then got a room at the Cherry Lane? I told you I got paid for the shoot. That was the reason I agreed to go ahead with the swimsuit shots, she was paying for the shoot. She paid me three hundred dollars. Would she have done that if I had asked her to model for me? If anything, I would've had to pay her."
He had a point. "Why would she lie like that, Trey—just to hurt me? I've never done anything to her."
"You believe me, don't you?"
"Yes, of course I do. I just can't figure out why she'd lie. What's her motive?"
"My guess would be jealousy, honey."
"Jealousy? What does she have to be jealous about? She's the prettiest girl on campus, she runs around in that little sports car, she can have any guy she wants..."
"She can't have me," he interrupted. "You're right, honey, she can have anything she wants, but what's the fun in that? It's too easy. Now—taking something of importance from other people, that's more challenging and probably a lot more fun for somebody like her."
Lisa took a sip of her coffee while she pondered what Trey had said. "That just seems so mean. I don't like her but...I don't know, that sounds downright evil."
"Had I known what she really had planned, I'd have never agreed to do the shoot."
"Yeah, well," she said, taking another sip and staring him in the eye, "don't ever do another one." She gave him a small smile.
He held up three fingers on his right hand. "Scout's honor," he stated emphatically.
The next day, Trey tracked Britney down and found her with several friends. She looked a little nervous when she looked into his angry face. He called her a liar to her face then walked away before she had time to retaliate in any way.
It didn't take long before the whole dirty little scandal spread throughout the school. Britney convinced some of her followers that the shoot happened just the way she said it did and that Trey was denying it for fear of losing Lisa. Others believed Trey. Sides were taken. Trey and Lisa didn't mind. They knew the truth and figured any friends they lost in the skirmish weren't real friends anyway. Things died down after a couple months and in the end it was Britney who lost friends.
Over the next few months Old Man Winter brought grey skies, cold temperatures, and several inches of snow. Trey and Lisa spent the holidays with their respective parents but since they only lived thirty miles apart they were still able to get together on several occasions.
Eventually, the grey skies turned blue again and with the first quarter of the new year already in the rear view mirror, the senior class was looking forward to graduation. Lisa had already sent her resume's out to nearly every newspaper within a fifty mile radius of Chicago. Trey also had some feelers out there but he had his sights set a little higher. Even though he knew he'd see her in the evening he was too excited to wait that long. He surprised her during a study period.
"Lisa, guess what? Gerry Newman is coming here for a lecture next month."
"Newman, oh—that's the photographer you admire so much; the guy with all the books." She knew Trey loved the guy's work. She saw how excited he was and was happy for him. "Honey, that's great. Do you think you'll get a chance to meet him?"
"Better than that," he crowed. "Mr. Watts, my photography professor says he can arrange an interview for me. He wants me to re-do my resume' and put together six pieces of my best work in different genres. He's going to give me his recommendation too. Honey, can you imagine...me working with Gerry Newman?"
She didn't take the news with nearly the same enthusiasm. "Honey, doesn't he live in New York?"
"Yep, the Big Apple, honey; and with all the magazines he shoots for, I'll bet he'd put in a good word for you. Who knows, honey, you might be writing for Time or Newsweek."
What he saw in Lisa's face was not what he expected. "Honey, what's the matter? I thought you'd be excited."
"Trey, both of your parents and my mother live here in Chicago. I...I don't want to move to New York."
With all the times they'd discussed their careers, they never talked about where they might have to live. Her lack of enthusiasm was disappointing.
"Honey, every major publishing company in the country is based in New York. I love Chicago, but for the kind of opportunities we're both looking for, it doesn't offer a whole lot."
"Trey, my dad lived and worked in Chicago his whole life and he was a hell of a journalist," she said dismissively. "What about kids? You really want to bring up our children in New York? I want our parents to be a part of their lives. I want them to grow up knowing their grandparents."
Her tone and attitude was disheartening. Suddenly he realized that if he couldn't talk her into moving to New York he may have to decide between the girl he loved and the future he wanted.
Over the next couple of weeks he worked on his resume' and selecting what shots to show Newman, but his heart wasn't in it as much as it was originally. Professor Watts noticed and asked. After Trey explained his dilemma, the professor could only sympathize with his young student. His only words of wisdom were for Trey to follow his heart. Lot of good that did; his heart was split right down the middle.
He and Lisa had talked a couple more times about moving but she was intractable.
As his meeting with Newman approached, the weight on his shoulders became heavier. He was losing sleep and finding it hard to concentrate on anything else. If Newman liked his work and offered him a job it would be the launching pad for his life's goals and dreams, but would they be worth fulfilling if he didn't have Lisa to share them? If he decided to go ahead, would she love him enough to follow him...did he love her enough to give them up if she didn't?
The pouring rain took all the warmth from the air. Trey flicked the back of his jacket collar up as he stood just inside the open doorway of the dorm, mapping out the best route between mud puddles. A rolling clap of thunder shook the ground as Trey made a mad dash for his car. With his keys in one hand and his portfolio case in the other, he was soaking wet by the time he slid in behind the wheel. He sighed with ambivalence before turning the ignition.
Maybe all this is for nothing, he thought. He might take one look at my work and tell me it's crap. Hell, all this worry about moving for a job I don't even have yet. He found himself almost hoping he didn't get the job, then chastised himself for having such a thought. No, he told himself, first get the job, then worry about moving.
Gerry Newman was world renowned. He'd shot industry tycoons, presidents, movie stars, and world leaders. He had his pictures on the cover of every major magazine there was. He'd published twelve books of his photos from around the world, and there he stood shaking the hand of Trey Van Heusen while being introduced by professor Watts.
"Okay, I'll leave you two alone now," the professor said before closing the door of his office behind him.
"Have a seat," Newman told the nervous young man. "Let's see what you got."
Trey unzipped his case, opened it to the first shot, and slid it across the desk. He watched for Newman's facial expressions as the famous photographer leafed his way through the different shots.
"Nice—very nice," he mumbled as he reached the last one. He looked back up at Trey. "Did you know I've known Gordon for twenty years?"
"Gordon?"
"Gordon Watts, your professor."
"No, I didn't. He just said he could get me an interview. I'm surprised he didn't say anything. He knows how much I admire your work. I've got all your books and I can't tell you what an honor it is to meet you."
Newman smiled and said thank you while glancing at his resume'. "You know I get hundreds of resume's every year? I try to go through them but honestly most of them are so mediocre that it becomes boring, so when my old friend, professor Watts says he has a student he'd like me to take a look at, it piques my interest. He wasn't wrong. You have talent."
At that moment Trey wasn't thinking about Lisa. To hear one of the giants in the industry say he had talent made his chest swell with pride. His spirit went into the stratosphere and he almost didn't hear Newman's question.
"Are you married, Trey?"
"Ah...ah no, not yet. I have a fiancée. We're planning of getting married after graduation."
"What does she think about you working for me?"
"Ah," he wasn't sure he wanted to answer that but he couldn't lie, "well, to tell you the truth, she's not real enthused."
"Ah-huh, I don't blame her. Not many wives will put up with the schedule I keep. I'm presently on my third wife. Did you know that?"
"No, I knew you had been divorced but I didn't know it was more than once."
"Yeah, it's kind of funny. Women fall in love with your passion—at least in my case. They love my passion for life and for my work; the problem is, after a while it becomes too intense for them. They want me to settle down. I just can't do it."
He stopped for a minute to let his words sink in.
"I'm going to Europe in September. I'll be in Paris for about three weeks then to Brussels, Germany, and Spain. It's almost a four month trip. You think your misses would be able to handle being separated that long? Could you handle it?"
Now he really had Trey thinking.
"Even when I'm not traveling, I sometimes spend two or three days and nights in the studio without going home. I'm not saying you'd have to stay with me but this job can consume you. I assume you want to work for me because someday you want to do what I do. All those books, all those shots from around the world, all the fame, glory, and money—it all comes at a cost.
"I'm not belittling Gordon by any means; he's a great teacher, one of the best, but you'll learn more in six months with me than you have in your four years here. There's just no way a classroom can compete with the real world, but if I'm going to be the destruction of another marriage I'd rather it be my own, not someone else's."
"So are you saying you won't hire me then?" Trey wasn't sure if he was happy or disappointed, but the paradox only lasted a second.
"No—no, I'm not saying that at all. I have no doubt you have the talent to be a great photographer. I'd probably have you shooting as my second camera inside of a year, but you need to discuss this with your fiancée and come to terms with what the job entails. The two of you have some decisions to make. Are you going to be at the lecture?"
"Oh yeah, I wouldn't miss it."
"Good. You'll get a better understanding of the travel and some of the pitfalls I run into. I won't have a chance to see you afterward. I have a redeye out of O'Hare tonight but I want you to think it over. Give me a call in a week and let me know what you decide. Should you want to work for me, I'd need you in New York no later than July fifteenth.
"Well," he said, standing up. "I have to get things set up in the lecture hall so I've got to get going." He stuck out his hand. "It was nice meeting you Trey. I know I've given you a lot to think about but don't wait too long to call."
"I won't," Trey responded with a wide grin as he shook his idol's hand. A lot to think about was an understatement. He went out to his car, threw his portfolio in the back seat and went back inside to wait for them to open the doors to the lecture hall. He wanted a front row seat.
By that evening Trey was more confused than ever. Newman talked about the extensive traveling he did and a few of the situations that confronted him in some faraway places. Trying to get some sleep that night was even more difficult than the night before, just too many things swirling around in his brain. He didn't get a chance to talk to Lisa until the weekend when she called.
"Hello."
"Hi, honey." Her voice sounded a little apprehensive. "Whatcha doing?"
He wasn't sure he even wanted to talk to her yet. It was a two hour drive home but he really wanted to talk to his dad first. He couldn't very well just brush her off though. "Just doing a little studying; what's up?"
"I'm heading over to Denny's for coffee. Want to join me?"
Not really, he thought to himself, but Trey never was one to run away from a problem. "Yeah, give me fifteen minutes."
She was already waiting for him when he got there. They started with some small talk but it was easy to see she was dying to ask him about his meeting with Newman. She finally marshaled her courage. "Did you have your interview with Newman? You haven't said anything."



"Yeah, I did."
"Well—did he hire you?"
Trey had yet to make a decision but if he didn't go to work for Gerry he didn't want Lisa to feel guilty—like she was keeping him from his dreams. He hated to lie to her again, even a little white one, but he didn't think laying guilt on your spouse was the best way to start a marriage.
"Not exactly."
"What do you mean, not exactly?"
"He liked my work but he's only looking for one assistant and he's considering others as well."
"What if he wants to hire you, Trey? Are you going to do it? I know it's what you've always wanted."
He stoically sat, staring into his coffee cup. He honestly didn't know how to answer her. He still wanted to talk to his dad before making a final decision, but rather than make Lisa wait any longer than necessary, he was going to call instead of drive up there.
"Honey, I haven't even been offered the job yet. Why don't we see if that even happens before we get too far ahead of ourselves?"
Lisa didn't like being put off but she agreed. On the way back to the dorm she couldn't keep away the tears. They welled up in her eyes before running down her cheeks.
She could easily see how hard Trey was struggling. She tried to put herself in his shoes. What would she do if offered her dream job? She honestly didn't know. Whatever he chose to do, she would support him and if he did get the job, she wouldn't try to stand in his way, but neither would she follow him to New York, in spite of how much she loved him.
Later that night Trey called and talked to his dad for over an hour. When they hung up, Mr. Van Heusen looked troubled. Trey's mom had heard bits and pieces of the conversation but wasn't sure what it was about. The concerned look on her husband's face had her worried though.
"So-what's going on? Something's obviously wrong, what is it?" she asked.
"Trey has been offered a job with some famous photographer from New York, but Lisa won't go with him. The poor kid's really in a spot. He's got to decide between the career he's always wanted, or her."
From what she heard it was pretty much what she surmised. Of course, like every parent, she only wanted the best for her son, but for selfish reasons, she had a hard time thinking about him moving to New York and was kind of in Lisa's corner. "You can't really blame Lisa. Can you imagine trying to bring up kids in New York? It's hard enough these days."
"New York has suburbs, too, you know. I wish I could have been more help but I don't know what to tell him."
"Well, I heard what you said about spending your life with the woman you love. That was very sweet, by the way."
He smiled. "Well, it's true isn't it? I wouldn't sacrifice my life with you for all the money and fame in the world."
A broad smile stretched across her face as she walked over and sat in her husband's lap. "Somebody's about to get very lucky," she said before wrapping her arms around his neck and planting a passionate kiss on his lips.
That night Trey finally drifted off to sleep with a ton of what-if's swirling around in his brain. Sometime during the night his subconscious must have made the decision for him because when he awoke everything was suddenly clear as a bell. No matter how high he climbed in his career, he'd never be happy without the woman he loved standing by his side.
It's okay, he told himself. I'll find something here in Chicago, something with a lot less travel. He couldn't stop grinning with the thought of coming home to the wife and kids every night.
He was about to call Lisa when he had another thought, what should he tell her? If he said he's not going to take the job she'll obviously know it's because of her. If the roles were reversed he'd feel guilty as hell. She's most assuredly going to feel the same way. Again, the last thing he wanted to do was lay a guilt trip on her. He'd already told her one white lie, he decided to simply tell her he didn't get the job; problem solved.
He knew every moment of uncertainty was torture for Lisa so he gave her a call right away.
"Good morning, honey," she said with a slight tremor.
"Hi, honey. Gerry just called. He's going with one of the other guys he interviewed. I didn't get the job."
Lisa's heart skipped a bunch of beats with relief but felt bad for Trey at the same time. "Honey, I'm so sorry. I know it was your dream job. How about if we go out to eat tonight then stop off at the Cherry Lane? Maybe I can brighten you spirits a little."
"Sounds good to me, babe," he replied.
After hanging up he started to have second thoughts and couldn't help but wonder if he'd made the right decision. He closed his eyes and visualized what his life would be like if he had chosen differently, traveling the glob, learning his craft from a man like Newman. Then he imagined his Lisa marrying another man, having kids and raising a family with someone else. The thought was excruciating and he knew beyond the shadow of a doubt he'd made the right decision. He had no more second thoughts.
Now he had to make two more calls. He first talked to professor Watts and thanked him profusely for his recommendation. He went on to explain his reasons for turning down the job. His professor understood. Trey and Lisa's love was almost mythological on the campus so he wasn't really surprised.
Next, he called Gerry Newman. He was just as understanding as the professor and gave Trey words of encouragement for the future.
With just a little less than a month before graduation, things got pretty hectic. There were bunches of parties. Knowing they'd never see a lot of their friends again, they tried to make as many as they could. Then, of course, there were more resume's to send out and a wedding to plan. It wasn't going to be a big wedding. No one had the money for that. The young couple didn't really care, they were simply anxious to start their new life together.
Two days before commencement, Lisa was in the library updating her resume' when her phone rang. Classes were over but the school paper had one more issue to get out so Trey was on his last assignment. There was something familiar about the phone number but it wasn't in her directory. She answered it cautiously. "Hello, this is Lisa."
"Hi, Lisa; this is Bill Cunningham. I'm sure you don't remember me, but I'm the managing editor of the Chicago Tribute. Your dad worked for me."
"Yes, sir, Mr. Cunningham, I remember you. You and your wife sat at our table at the awards ceremony when dad won Illinois Journalist of the Year. You were also at his funeral."
"That's right. You have a very good memory."
"Well, dad used to talk about you all the time."
"All good, I hope?"
"Always, Mr. Cunningham."
"Lisa, I've got your resume' sitting on my desk in front of me; following in your father's footsteps, huh?"
Suddenly her heart started pounding. Was this going to be a job offer, she wondered? The Chicago Tribute was the largest, most prestigious newspaper in the state and among the top ten in the country. To land a job with them straight out of college would be too good to be true. "Yes, sir," she replied.
He continued. "Lisa, your dad was already a veteran reporter here when I took over. I'll never forget my first week. Everyone around here had already decided they weren't going to give me any respect until I earned it, but your dad always had a different way of looking at things. It's one of the reasons he was such a great reporter. He believed a person deserved respect until he lost it. He made my job so much easier I've always felt I owed him a debt of gratitude.
"Unfortunately, we lost him before I was able to repay him, so when I saw your resume' I did some checking. I even read some of the stories you wrote for your school newspaper; a little raw but with some training I'm sure we could make a damn fine reporter out of you. What'd you say, would you like to work for the Tribute?"
Lisa was so excited she couldn't get her voice to work. After struggling to say something she finally got out one word. "Really?" she squealed.
He chuckled at the nervous excitement he heard in her voice. "Yes, really. I'll put you with a seasoned reporter for the first month or so, then start you off with a few small assignments on your own. When can you start?"
She almost said immediately. Luckily she remembered there was a wedding and a honeymoon in only nine days. After explaining that to Mr. Cunningham he looked at his calendar and between them, decided she would start the following month, the day after the fourth of July.
She was so excited, she had to tell someone. Trey was still on his assignment so she called her mother. She also remembered Mr. Cunningham. They talked for almost an hour. Pride didn't begin to describe how Mrs. Cooper felt about her daughter. She couldn't wait to call all her friends and start bragging.
She was catching a ride up to the college with Trey's parents for graduation so they said their goodbyes, knowing they'd see each other in another couple of days.
Later that night Trey was just as excited and happy at the news as Lisa was. He wanted to take her out to a nice dinner to celebrate but they were saving all the money they could for their honeymoon.
"Have you gotten any offers yet?" she asked him.
"No, not yet."
"Maybe I could ask Mr. Cunningham. I'll bet he could get you a job at the Tribute. Wouldn't that be something—both of us working there?"
"Ah, honey, I really don't think asking favors of your boss is the best way to start a working relationship," he joked.
"No, you're probably right."
"Besides, press photography isn't really my first choice, honey. I'd really like to get into commercial photography. I've been pretty much concentrating my efforts on getting something with one of the studios down town."
She was a little surprised at that. "I just thought...well you know, everybody at the 'The Spectator' loved your work so much, I figured we'd try and get a job with the same paper."
He could hear the disappointment in her voice. "I'm sorry, honey, but there's a lot more opportunity to be creative in commercial photography, not to mention the money. Not at first, but once I get my feet wet I'll make twice as much as I'd make as a press photographer, maybe more."
She was still disappointed but tried not to show it. She had decided in her own mind that if he didn't have anything by the time she started working she'd try to get him a job on the paper. He was too good a press photographer not to pursue it.
Lisa had always been a beautiful woman, but when Trey saw her walking down the aisle arm and arm with his father his legs almost buckled. Luckily, the vest in his three piece suit kept his heart from leaping from his chest.
"Who gives the woman to be married to this man?" asked the minister. Since Lisa's dad was deceased, she originally asked her mother to walk her down the aisle but Mrs. Cooper had to decline. She didn't think she could walk in her husband's footsteps without breaking down. Lisa understood and asked Trey's dad. He was honored to accept.
"On behalf of her father who cannot be with us on this happy occasion and her mother—I do," he proudly exclaimed. With blurry eyes, Lisa kissed him on the cheek before he stepped down from the podium and took his seat between the two proud mothers.
After a wonderful gathering of family and friends in Mr. Van Heusen's large back yard, the happy couple took off for a week at Grant's Airbnb in Galena, overlooking the Mississippi River. Every night they made love to the sounds of the river's powerful current and every morning they awoke to the songs of feathered friends who seemed to know how much they loved each other. It was pure heaven. Neither Lisa nor Trey ever wanted the fairytale to end, but of course there's no stopping time; so, with a vow to revisit on their first anniversary, the happy couple returned home to start their new life together.
Lisa hadn't been in the Chicago Tribute newsroom since she was a little girl but it hadn't changed much. It was still full of hard working reporters busily running their fingers across their keyboards while glancing between their notes and the screen.
A short, balding man exited an office while reading from several loose sheets of paper and almost bumped into her. "Oh, excuse me. Can I help you with something?"
"Ah, I'm looking for Mr. Cunningham's office," she replied.
"It's on the next floor," he told her in a gruff voice.
Lisa started to turn back to the elevators when he stopped her. "Hey wait, are you Dex's daughter?"
"Yes, sir."
"Bill told me he hired you. I'm Jim Engles, the news editor. I'll be your boss."
She put on her broadest business smile. "I'm happy to meet you, Mr. Engles."
"Jim," he said, correcting her. "We're not very formal around here. Get back on the elevator and go one more floor up. The doors will open right into his office. When you're done there come on back down and I'll introduce you around. There's still a few here that worked with your dad; I'm one of them."
Lisa thanked him and headed up to see her dad's old boss. On the ride up she almost pinched herself to make sure it wasn't some kind of a dream. Now if she could just get Trey a job there everything would be complete. Unfortunately, he was using the day to look for a studio job in Chicago. She felt guilty for even thinking the way she was, but she was hoping he didn't find anything. She really wanted them working side by side like they did in college. It was so perfect.
Trey was already back at their apartment going over his resume' when she walked in. "So how was your first day?"
She rushed into the kitchen and gave him a big hug and a kiss before answering.
"Oh, honey, it was fantastic," she bubbled zealously.
Her exuberance made him smile and he had to take a break to share in it. "Come here, Miss Star Reporter." She jumped on his lap, smashed their lips together, and tried to touch his tonsils with her tongue.
After finally coming up for air she couldn't contain herself. "Honey, there's still five or six people there that worked with Dad, including my boss, Mr...Jim, Jim Engles. He was a reporter when Dad was there. Now he's the news editor. He's really nice. Everybody's nice. Honey, I love it. I wish you would at least give them your resume'."
"Honey, I really don't want to be a press photographer; not if I can help it."
"How'd it go? Did you get any offers?"
"No, but I really wasn't expecting to get any on the first day. I dropped off several resume's and talked to a couple people. It's probably going to take some networking. It's kind of a closed field. I'll try freelancing for some extra cash until I get something."
Three weeks later Trey was no closer to getting a job than he was that first day. After four years on his college campus he'd developed a reputation. He was approached all the time to photograph something or someone. Unfortunately, that reputation hadn't extended to the Chicago land area. He put up flyers in the libraries and local colleges for portraits but there were already other established photographers that got the work.
Lisa was getting impatient. They were living off of her paycheck and that didn't stretch more than the length of food and monthly bills. There was no money for nicer furniture, clothes, or even a night out. Without Trey's knowledge, she grabbed a couple of his resume's from his briefcase, took them to work with her and asked for an appointment with Mr. Cunningham. He was all smiles when she entered his office.
"Hi Lisa, have a seat. How are things going? I've gotten a couple of glowing reports from Jim. He tells me he's going to cut you lose and start giving you your own assignments next week. Congratulations."
He read the shocked expression on her face. "Oops, I think I let the cat out of the bag. I assumed he told you already. Don't tell him I blabbed," he said with a smile.
"I won't, Mr. Cunningham." There was a moment of awkward silence which gave Lisa the opportunity to address her reason for wanting the meeting. "Mr. Cunningham, my husband is a photographer and he's really good. He was the chief photographer on our college newspaper and—well, he's having a tough time finding a job. I wondered if The Tribute could use him. He's..."
Mr. Cunningham held up his hand. "Lisa, let me stop you right there. Sadly, the paper has a policy against employing married couples," he informed her.
The disappointment in her face was unmistakable.
"I'm sorry, Lisa. I'm sure he's very good. In fact, I think I saw his work when I was reading some of your stories, but there isn't anything I can do. Besides, there's a lot bigger turn over with reporters than photographers. The last guy we hired was seven or eight years ago."
Dejectedly, she nodded her head with understanding. She was just about to thank him anyway and leave...
"Hold on a second, Lisa. Let me make a quick call," he said while thumbing through the old fashioned roll-a-dex. It took him only a second to find the number and punch it into his desk phone. "Lee Weatherstone, please. Tell him it's Bill Cunningham." There was a slight delay. "Lee, how are you? I'm good—she's fine, still keeps me on a short leash, though," he said with a laugh. "Say, are you still looking for a photographer?"
She had no idea who he was talking to but Lisa sat on the edge of her seat while her boss quietly listened to whoever was on the other end of the phone. It was only a couple minutes but to her it felt like a lifetime. Finally he broke out laughing. "Well I might have a candidate for you...yeah, young guy straight out of college but I've seen some of his work and he's very good. Want me to send him over? Okay, will do. Hey, if he works out you owe me and the Misses dinner." He chuckled some more before finally saying his goodbye.
He looked back at Lisa. "That was Lee Weatherstone. He's the editor at "The Northwest Star". A couple months ago he asked me if I knew any decent photographers who might be looking."
"Has he hired anyone yet?" she inquired.
"Yeah, well he hired one guy last week but he didn't work out," he replied with another chuckle. "They sent him to some contentious town hall meeting someplace. Tempers were hot and I guess fists started flying. The guy ducked for cover and ran away without getting a single shot of the melee, so now they're looking for a photographer again," he laughed.
He tore a piece of paper from a small tablet and wrote on it. "Here's his number. Have your hubby call for an appointment. Lee sounded pretty desperate so I doubt he'll have any trouble."
Lisa was ecstatic. Maybe it wasn't The Tribute; in fact, it was a smaller paper in size, circulation, and prestige, but it was a job. She thanked her boss several times before leaving his office. Now she just had to figure out how to break the news to Trey without telling him she went behind his back and used her connections to get him a job.
At first she decided she'd wait until after dinner to break the news, but thought again. She figured if she showed him how excited she was, maybe it would rub off on him too. He was sitting at the computer when she walked in. Lisa sauntered up behind him and draped her arms over his shoulders before giving him a lingering peck on the cheek. "Hi, honey, whatcha you doing?"
Her voice was husky like it gets when she was in the mood for sex. Trey scooted far enough around to meet her lips with his own. "Mmm, you taste good," he said with a smile.
"Later," she replied. "What are you working on," she asked, motioning toward the computer with an upward nod of her head.
"I know it's early, but I thought I'd make up some flyers for high school, senior portraits. I talked to a couple of principals today and they're going to let me post them on the school bulletin boards."



There was no time like the present, she told herself. "I don't think you're going to have to worry about it, honey."
He looked up and saw the big smile stretched across her face.
"Guess what? Mr. Cunningham knows the editor of The Northwest Star. They're looking for a photographer, honey. Mr. Cunningham remembered seeing your work in The Spectator and recommended you for the job. Isn't that great!" she chirped with glee.
She knew he wouldn't be thrilled with the news, but she was going to keep the excitement in her voice and go for the full court press. "Here's the phone number. Mr. Cunningham said to call for an appointment but he was pretty sure you'd get the job." She was right. He wasn't smiling, not even a little bit.
"Honey, I told you, I'm not looking for a job with a newspaper."
All the way home she had anticipated his objections and formulated a plan. She knew she'd have to be firm with him. "Trey, you've been looking now for more than a month and haven't had a single offer. We need two incomes," she snapped. "We can't keep living off of my paycheck alone, that's all there is to it. Mr. Cunningham was nice enough to recommend you, please don't disappoint him and me by not even calling for an interview." With that she turned on her heels and went into the bedroom to change clothes.
Trey sat there a little stunned. In all the years they'd known each other she had never talked to him in that tone of voice. He didn't like it, but she did have a point. So far he'd not brought one red cent into the family coffers. He was still sitting there, staring at the phone number when she returned, dressed in Levis and a tank top.
Her plan wasn't totally made up of sticks; there were some carrots in there too. She walked over and sat on his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pushed her breast against him as she reached up and gave him another kiss. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to sound so bitchy, but we really do need a second paycheck, hon."
"Yeah, I know," he responded with a small sigh. "I just..." He shook his head and let his words just hang there.
"I know, honey. You just want a studio job so you can be more creative. I understand and I want you to be happy, baby, but you can still look for a studio job while working for the paper, can't you?"
"It's kind of hard to go around handing out resume's and setting up appointments while working full time, hon."
"Babe, we need the money if we're ever going to buy a house and start a family."
He sighed again. "Okay, I'll call tomorrow," he relinquished.
That brought on an ear to ear smile and another kiss. "Thank you, Babe. I have an idea; let's go out to eat tonight, nothing expensive, but we can celebrate."
"Honey, I don't even have the job yet."
"I have all the confidence in the world in my guy," she said just before giving him his third kiss in ten minutes. "Come on," she said, "let's take a shower and go."
He knew an invitation when he heard one. He loved sliding his hands over her slippery body parts. She hummed with delight as he reached around from behind and lightly pinched her soapy nipples before sliding down to her waiting pussy. She leaned back against his shoulder and stretched back to lather up his hard cock. The warm water rained down on their naked bodies as they got each other off, knowing it was just a precursor of what would come after dinner.
*****
Keeping his word, Trey called for an appointment early the following morning. He was given an interview that same afternoon and was hired on the spot.
All day Lisa wondered if he'd called. She'd had an image of them covering the Chicago beat together ever since college; she, the hard hitting investigative reporter like her father and Trey, the prize winning photojournalist at her side. Learning The Tribute wouldn't employ a married couple was a setback but she had a dream and was determined to somehow make it a reality. She was so excited from daydreaming all day, she forget her usual greeting when she walked in and found him at the computer again.
"Did you call?" were the first words out of her mouth.
"Well, hi to you too," he replied. "Yes, I called."
"And...?"
"And you're looking at the newest photographer at the The Northwest Star.
She literally squealed as she jumped in the air. "I knew it, I knew they'd hire you."
Unfortunately, Trey didn't quite share her enthusiasm. He had been busy sending out resume's by email ever since he got home.
As time progressed, both Trey and Lisa were making headway in their careers. Even though press photography wasn't what Trey wanted to do, he was very good at it and his photos were getting noticed. A few of his human interest shots went out over the wire and had been picked up by newspapers across the country. In two years the paper's circulation had increased by over forty percent. Lee Weatherstone knew a substantial part of their good fortune was due to Trey's skill with a camera and thanked him with a healthy raise. Even with the increase; however, his paystubs were still smaller than his wife's.
Lisa was also getting better assignments that required more in depth journalism. She had stumbled a few times by not getting the complete backstory or skipping facts that were pertinent to a story but Bill Cunningham always made sure everything was corrected before it went to press. He had subtly taken her under his wing and was determined to make her as good a journalist as her father was.
As a couple, Trey and Lisa were doing fine. Of course they had a disagreement now and then but they didn't last long and usually ended with Trey making a small concession of some kind and a lot of make-up sex.
A little before the three year mark they talked it over and decided Lisa would go off her birth control. They were both secure in their jobs, had a decent income between their two paychecks, and she had enough seniority to get maternity leave. The next day Trey picked up a bottle of champagne. They toasted to their future child while happily flushing the rest of her birth control pills down the toilet.
It was only two days after that when Lisa got home a little later than normal but with a grin across her face that you couldn't have blasted away with TNT. Trey hadn't seen that much excitement in her green eyes since their honeymoon.
"Guess what," she almost screeched, "You're never going to guess. Oh, honey, this is so exciting. I can't believe it," she rambled on. "I didn't think anything of it at the time."
Trey figured whatever it was, it must be good. Now if he could only get her to calm down enough to tell him what it was. "I give up," conceded her anxious husband. "What happened, honey?"
"WGBO wants me to come in for an interview," she gushed.
Trey was stunned into silence. All he could do was stare at her. Out of all the possible scenarios he could think of that would explain her exuberance, that wasn't one of them. WGBO was a Chicago affiliate for one of the top three national network TV broadcasting stations.
He finally found his voice. "For what?"
"To join their news crew, silly." She was a little upset that he didn't greet her news with more enthusiasm. "What did you think, they want me to sweep the floors?"
"No, of course not but I didn't even know you were looking for another job. What about the paper?"
"I wasn't looking. Remember last week when we were watching the ten o'clock news and they interviewed the couple that was arrested for feeding the homeless people in the park? I said I interviewed them too, remember?"
"Yeah?"
"Well, before a TV news crew actually starts filming an interview like that, they have to shoot markers first. You know, like one of those clapboard thingy's you see for movies? Anyway, the camera caught me in the background as I was finishing up on my interview. Somebody at the station saw it and thought I looked good on camera. I could be a reporter for the ten o'clock news!" she shrieked.
Again, she wasn't getting the reaction from her husband she thought she was due. "You don't seem very happy for me. What's the matter?"
"Ah, nothing's the matter, honey. If that's what you really want, I'm happy for you, but..."
"But what, Trey, come on, spit it out. What's wrong?"
"Honey, it's just that I doubt you'll get a chance to do a lot of in depth reporting like you do for the paper. A news show like that is more interested with how much they can say in two minute soundbites. Have you talked this over with Bill?"
"No, of course not. I'm not going to say anything until I know for sure if I have the job. Honey, think of the money, I'm sure they pay better than the paper. Come on, Trey, I thought you'd be happy for me."
"Honey, if that's what you want to do then I'm in your corner. Come here, my star," he said, opening his arms and inviting her in. He was still surprised and a little disappointed with her lack of loyalty to Bill Cunningham and The Tribute. Three years earlier her goal had been to be as good a journalist as her dad. Now it seemed she was giving that up for a little fame and notoriety. Still—if that's what she wanted then that's what he wanted for her.
The following week she took a personal day and went for her interview. After discussing her qualifications with three important looking men in three impressive looking offices, Lisa was taken for a tour around the studio. With its harsh lights and glitzy décor, it was a completely different atmosphere than the paper. It was sensational and glamorous.
That night she couldn't stop talking about how exciting everything was. Trey listened, smiled and asked the right questions at the appropriate times but just couldn't muster the fervor she was looking for. It was disappointing but she wasn't going to let it bother her. She told herself to be understanding. After all, he was still stuck on a small daily newspaper while her career was flourishing.
The following week Lisa got the call she was waiting for--she was hired. She tried to be tactful when handing in her two week notice. She told Bill Cunningham she appreciated everything he'd done for her but she couldn't pass up the opportunity. He said he understood, wished her well, then curtly told her he had work to do.
Later, while talking with Jim Engles over a couple of drinks at their favorite watering hole, he expressed his disappointment. "Jim, I can't help but think that Dex is spinning in his grave right about now; and you know the worst of it, she has the talent. I wouldn't have spent the time I did with her if she didn't."
"Hey, maybe she'll turn into another Walter Cronkite," Engles joked, trying to lighten the mood.
"There are no more Walter Cronkites, Jim. The Cronkites, Murrows, and Sevareids are all gone. You, me, Dex, we're all part of a dying breed, my friend. No one's interested in the truth anymore; they're only interested in ratings. Jer," he called to the bartender, "two more for a couple dinosaurs, huh?"
Lisa never stopped to consider the type or quality of reporting she'd be doing. As far as she was concerned, she was on the fast track. She tackled everything they gave her with eagerness and enthusiasm, no matter how trivial the assignment. Soon she was growing in popularity, not for her in depth investigative reporting skills, but for her bright smile, lively personality, and most of all, how her beauty showed on camera.
She had been with the station about three months when Trey discovered the source of their first real fight. He was usually the first one home by about an hour, but she had called, telling him she was going to be late. They had some audio problems with her report so she had to stay and work on doing a voice over.
It wasn't that big of a problem in the digital age but it still took time.
Without being able to start dinner right away, Trey looked around for something else to keep himself occupied. Seeing the top of the clothes hamper propped open with overflowing laundry gave him his answer. Gauging about how late he thought she'd be, he started dinner as the clothes were drying. When they were done he started putting them away.
The difference between their underwear drawers was always a source of amusement for Trey. He rolled his socks inside themselves then folded his jockeys around them. Everything was neat as a pin. Lisa, however, just tossed her undies in the drawer without even folding them.
As he opened the top drawer on her side of the dresser he noticed something sticking out from beneath the pile of colorful silk. Panties were the only thing she kept in that drawer so it piqued his curiosity. He lifted the top row of his wife's unmentionables.
About a half hour later, Lisa smiled at the delicious smell of pot roast as she walked through the door. She slipped her high heels off in the hall and headed for the kitchen to give her thoughtful husband a hello kiss. She stopped short and the smile disappeared when she saw the round pill container sitting in the middle of the kitchen table. Trey was stoically sitting there, staring at her.
"I...I was going to tell you," she mumbled.
"Really? When? There're twenty pills missing."
"I know, honey. I'm sorry. It just never seemed like the right time."
"I thought we flushed them down the toilet."
"Trey, I can't get pregnant right now, not right after getting a new job."
"So you decided to renew your prescription for birth control pills all on your own, without even discussing with me?"
"I knew you'd be disappointed, honey. Look, I want kids as much as you do but you know why the station hired me, because of my looks. If I got pregnant now it would ruin everything."
"Funny," he responded quietly. "I thought having children and raising a family WAS everything."
"Honey, please..." She stopped talking as he stood up and walked passed her. "Where are you going?"
"Out," he yelled without looking back.
"What about dinner?"
"I'm not hungry," he replied.
In an attempt to stop him, Lisa ran out to the living room but he was already halfway out the door. He caught a glance of her standing there. "You didn't even discuss it with me," he said as if he couldn't believe it.
Lisa ran to the window and watched as he drove off. As far as she knew he had no clothes with him, although she didn't know if he'd packed a bag and already had it in the car. She could only think of one place he would go. She called his folks and explained that she had decided to put off having children until she was more settled in her new job but she assured them they would be grandparents in the near future. She asked for their assistance in smoothing things over with her angry husband.
He didn't come home that night but was again sitting at the kitchen table when she walked in from work the following day. She could feel a chill in the air.
"I am NOT your lapdog nor am I your servant," he roared. "If you EVER make another major decision like that without discussing it with me first I WILL BE GONE! DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME? I WILL BE OUT THE FUCKING DOOR!" he yelled.
She was shocked. She'd never seen him like this. She couldn't remember the last time she heard him use the "F" word. "Yes, honey, I'm sor..."
"I AM YOUR HUSBAND, GOD DAMN IT, IF YOU THINK I AM LESS THAN THAT THEN TELL ME AND WE WILL END THIS MARRIAGE RIGHT HERE AND NOW!"
Evidently his parents weren't able to do much about smoothing things over. Lisa hadn't realized how badly she screwed up or how close she came to losing her husband until that moment. It scared the hell out of her. She broke down crying and begged his forgiveness with promises of never doing anything like that again.
For the next week the atmosphere was charged with anxiety and even after things felt like they were cooling off, he rebuffed any overtures she made for sex. Finally, one night he was about to drift off to sleep when he heard her quietly crying from the other side of the bed. He rolled over to face her. She had her back toward him but he could see the heaving of her body with each sob.
He had maintained the wall between them to emphasize the gravity of her betrayal, but he wasn't made of stone. He gently laid his hand on her bare shoulder.
"Please," she quietly wept, "please show me you still love me, Trey. I'm so sorry."
It had been three weeks since their argument. He had been angrier with her than he'd ever been with anyone, but it didn't mean he didn't still love her. Maybe it was about time to show her again.
"Come here," he said softly.
As she rolled over in his direction, Trey slipped his arm under her and pulled her in tight to his body where she continued to gently whimper. He wasn't going to apologize for being angry, he had every right to be, but he wasn't going to punish her anymore. He reached over with his other hand and reassuringly stroked her hair then leaned in and gave her a kiss on the forehead. "I love you?"
"Still?" she sniffled.
"Yes, honey...still. Don't you know how much you mean to me? You are everything, my entire world. I can't picture my life without you in it. It's because of the depth of my love for you that it to hurts so badly when I feel that love has been betrayed."
He heard her sniffle a little louder at the harsh word but he wasn't going to be distracted from what he had to say.
"Honey, the kind of love I feel for you cannot be contained to one person. It needs to be shared—expanded. Our kids will be a part of us. They will be created from the love we have for each other but they will also be infused by it. It will spread to them and their children and their children after that.
"Ours is a love that will go on for generations. It's a part of us and it's too important to for one of us to make decisions without the other."
"I'm sorry," she wept. "I...I didn't think about it in terms of betraying your love, I...I just got so caught up in the excitement..."
"I know," he said, pulling her tighter against his body. "As much as I want children, I agree that the timing has to be right. We'll talk again when you're more settled in your new job."
They were still in the same position when they awoke the following morning.
Like she had done with his parents, Lisa promised Trey they would toss the pills again as soon as she was secure in her new job. He had already forgiven her, subsequently he accepted her promise. Later that night they made love and after another week, all was forgiven and life went back to normal.
As the months passed, Lisa's popularity grew and she continued to get better assignments. She had been with the station for almost a year and was considering having another champagne pill flushing party when she was given her next assignment.
At the same time, Trey's work was also getting more and more recognition. He was just getting ready to leave one day when he was called into Lee Weatherstone's office. After having Trey take a seat, he had a request.
"Trey, are you familiar with the INPA awards?"
"Ah, not really."
"Well, it's sponsored by the Illinois News Photographer's Association. Every year they invite press photographers from all over the state to submit their work. It's really quite a big deal. They have a bunch of categories; spot news, feature, human interest, things like that. They have a category for just about every kind of situation a press photographer runs into. The work is judged and certificates are given for first, second, and third place in each category. Each time someone wins he's awarded so many points. The photographer with the most points at the end of the night is named Illinois press photographer of the year. In the past we've had a few guys win a couple awards here and there but we've never come close to the big prize.
"Anyway, I'd like you to enter something in each category. Go through your work and pick out your best stuff. If you need help I'll volunteer somebody."



"Lee, come on, what chance would I have? I'd be going up against guys who have been doing this all their lives."
"Yes, and I've seen all their work. I'll put yours up against theirs any day. Look," he said with a slight sigh, "if you win anything that makes you an award winning photographer. It's another feather in our cap and it sure doesn't do you any harm either.
"They have a banquet in Springfield on the night they give out the awards. I want you to bring your wife. I'll be there with mine as well. It'll be on a Saturday night and the paper is picking up all the expenses, so I rented a couple of rooms for us at the Sheraton. That way we don't have to worry about driving home late that evening. It'll be a nice little weekend getaway and if you win anything it'll be the icing on the cake.
"Here're the forms you need to submit with your work. All the dates and other info are there as well," he said, handing Trey a folder of papers.
"Okay," replied Trey. "I'll go through everything and see what I've got."
"Good, and don't be too critical. If I know you you'll come up with one shot. Remember, I want something in every category, hear?"
"Yeah, okay."
When he went home he told his wife about the contest. She appeared to be moderately excited and encouraged him. She couldn't help but feel she was leaving him behind when it came to careers. If he won something, she thought, maybe it would be the shot in the arm he needed to find something better.
He only had two weeks before the submission deadline. The banquet was the following month. Lisa, wanting to support her husband, put that weekend down on her calendar.
Not trusting Trey to not be overcritical of his work, Lee assigned a cub reporter to help with the selection process. Over the course of the next ten days, they poured through hundreds of shots and whittled them down to one entry in each of the twelve categories. Once everything was sent in, Trey sighed in relief. Now it was just waiting game.
That Thursday before the banquet, Lisa came bursting through the door of their apartment after work. "Honey, honey," she shouted excitedly, "I'm going to Rome!"
Grief had gripped the entire Catholic Church worldwide with news of the Pope's passing earlier in the week. Now came the ritual of electing another.
"They're sending me and a film crew over to cover the conclave, honey. Oh my God, can you believe it?"
Trey received the news with mixed emotions. Yes, of course he was proud of his beautiful wife, but he was looking forward to the banquet and spending the weekend with her. This was also the first time they'd be apart for any length of time since being married, and Rome--with all those suave Italian men? He was having a hard time forcing a smile let alone matching her excitement.
She literally jumped in his arms, clasped her hands around his neck, her legs around his waist, and gave him a big kiss. "Oh, honey," she screeched, jumping back down to the floor and not even waiting for his reaction. "This is big, honey. I mean, there are a bunch other reporters there with a lot more experience, but they picked me! I can't believe it," she said, wrapping her arms around him in a big bear hug.
"Congratulations," he finally got a chance to say. They broke the hug and he kissed her again before looking into her eyes. He was looking for a glimmer of sadness over missing the weekend and being separated, but it wasn't there, not even a hint. He could understand her excitement but it would have been nice to see it tempered with at least a smidgen of sadness. "When do you have to leave?"
"I have a six o'clock flight out of O'Hare Friday morning. When they gave me the ticket they said, because it was an international fight, I should be at the airport by four-thirty. I understand if you don't want to get up that early. I can take a cab. The station will pay for it."
"Don't be silly, honey, of course I'll take you. Any idea how long you'll be gone?"
"I'm not sure, honey. I guess as long as it takes them to elect a new Pope. I have to pack, hon. I don't want to leave it till the last minute. Oh God," she blurted out, "I have no idea what to bring." With that she scampered into the bedroom.
There was no mention of the banquet. Trey knew it was the farthest thing from her mind. He was leaning against the kitchen sink, unmindfully staring out the window when she walked back in. She sneaked up behind him and threw her arms around his waist while leaning her face against his back. "What are you thinking about?"
"Nothing really," he responded, "just daydreaming."
"I wish you could come with me."
"Yeah, me too. I could protect you from all those Italian stallions." He felt her immediately pull her head away and let go of his waist. She moved around in front of him.
"You're not really worried about that?"
"Mmmm," he hummed, cocking his head to the side.
"You don't trust me?"
"Yes, I trust you, but you're going to be in a different country. You'll be going out to eat and drink in unfamiliar places, with unfamiliar people, and unfamiliar customs. I've heard those European guys can be pretty damn smooth."
At first he saw fire in her eyes but it only lasted a second.
"I should be mad at you, I should be furious, but...if I stop and think, I'd probably be worried too," she said a little pensively. "Look, don't be worried. I can take care of myself and no hot-shot European gigolo is going to get me in sack, okay?"
He thought she sounded awful positive about that. He smiled and nodded his head. "Yeah, okay," he replied with relief.
That night Trey wanted to make sure she knew whose girl she was. While making love, he was more aggressive than his usual tender loving self. They made love from eight o'clock until one in the morning. He smiled when he thought she might be walking a little funny the next morning and she had given him all she had to ease his mind. As they kissed goodbye at the airport, it was Lisa whose eyes were watering. She promised she'd call when she got settled.
Lisa was very confused when she arrived. With the stopover in Copenhagen it was a fourteen hour flight but the time difference made it three o'clock Saturday morning.
Trey heard her special ring tone and hit the connect button. "Hey, honey, how was the trip?"
"Long," she groaned. "I've never sat for that long in one spot in my life."
"Are you all checked into the hotel?"
"Yeah, but it's really confusing. I was thinking I'd check with the camera crew when I got here and maybe go out to dinner, but it's three o'clock Saturday morning here, Trey. I can't even figure out when I'm supposed to sleep. I got forty winks on the plane. I shouldn't have done that. I'm not the least bit tired but I'm afraid I'll be out on my feet tomorrow. I'm hungry too. Of course everything's closed so I had three candy bars out of a machine for dinner."
"Honey, Rome is seven or eight hours ahead of us. Didn't they feed you on the plane?"
"Not really. They gave us some cardboard food but it wasn't really fit for consumption. I should have eaten in Copenhagen; we had two and half hours, but it was still early and I just wasn't thinking."
"Is there a Denny's nearby?" he chuckled.
"Yeah—right," she chortled back. "I miss you."
"I miss you too, babe. It's lonely here without you."
"Ditto," she replied.
"How's the hotel?"
"It's nice. I'm right down the street from the Vatican. I saw it when I got out of the cab. I was hoping to be able to see the Colosseum. I know they have it all lit up at night, but the hotel's only a six story building and I'm on the fourth floor so there's no way I can see it from my room.
"Well, I guess I'm going to try and get some sleep, honey. I'll call you tomorrow night...or...I guess that would be tonight? I don't know, I'm so confused. Good night, honey."
"Good night, babe," he responded. "I love you."
"I love you too," she said before hanging up.
Lisa decided she'd try to get a couple hours of shut eye, but between the excitement of being in Rome and jetlag, it wasn't to be. By six o'clock she was showered and dressed. She wondered what time the restaurant opened but thought she should call someone from the news crew and see what the agenda was first. Out of the four person crew the station sent, she was the only rookie. Jerry Stiegle was the camera man. She had worked with him more than the others so he was her first call.
"Hi, Lisa, get here okay?"
"Hi, Jerry, yeah, I got in last night. This time difference really has me screwed up though. I didn't get any sleep last night."
"Well, chances of anything happening today are pretty slim so it should be a pretty easy day. Listen, we're parked behind the civil administration building. Make sure you have all your paperwork with you. You'll need it to get through the gates. You'll see the production truck; it has a banner on the side with the station's call letters."
"Okay, I have to get something to eat first though, I'm starving."
"Jay picked up breakfast for everyone on the way in. It's here waiting for you. Hurry up, Lisa, we have a lot to go over. Jay's working on your script right now. He wants to do three tapings."
"Okay," she said a little reluctantly. She was really looking forward to sitting down to a hot breakfast, not something from a Styrofoam box. "I'll be there in a few minutes."
When she got to the gates she was surprised at the hundreds of pedestrians and onlookers who had congregated. It took her several minutes to work her way through the crowd. Once inside the city she saw over a hundred production trailers scattered around. She finally found the one she was looking for and knocked on the door.
"You made it," Jerry commented as he let her in.
She was happy to see a familiar face. In addition to Jerry, her favorite camera man, there was Jay Fox, producer and editor, and Bob Crawford, the sound technician. She had worked with all of them before and was finally starting to feel a little more at ease.
They all ate their lukewarm scrambled eggs and sausages while going over how and when they would tape each segment. The schedule seemed pretty easy so when she mentioned she wanted to go and see the Colosseum she was surprised at Jay's reaction.
"No, no, no," he said, forcefully. "This isn't a sightseeing tour. You have to be ready at a moment's notice. When white smoke comes out of that chimney all hell is going to break loose. Once the new pope is chosen they'll dress him accordingly. That doesn't take long. When he's ready, he'll come out on the balcony overlooking Saint Peter's square. By that time you have to be all mic'd up and in place. You'll be live and the station will break into whatever they're broadcasting with a special news bulletin, so we can't have you gallivanting all over Rome. While we're here you'll either be in the production trailer with us or at the hotel—got it?"
"Yes, sir," she answered, feeling like she was a little girl who had just been scolded.
"Jay, take it easy. This is her first time on location like this. She'll do fine," said Jerry, giving her a vote of confidence.
"I know she will. I just want to make sure she's here when we need her, that's all."
Except for the three tapings she did, they spent the entire day in the trailer going over everything that had to be done and eating cold food from Styrofoam cartons. It was far from the glamorous trip she thought it would be. No wonder the more experienced reporters didn't get the assignment, she thought. They didn't want it.
She was so tired she could hardly keep her eyes open by the time she got back to her room but she wanted to call Trey before retiring.
There was that special ringtone again. "Hi, babe."
"Hi, honey, miss me?"
"Do you have to ask? So how was your first day in Rome; get to the Colosseum yet?"
"No, and it doesn't look like I'm going to see it at all. I'm on constant standby. I can't go any further than my hotel. It's almost like being in jail." She gave him a quick rundown on the day's events. "How about you? What are you up to?"
"Getting ready to go to the awards banquet in Springfield. It's a good three hour drive so I'm going to take off in about thirty minutes."
There was brief silence. "I forgot all about it," she said with a hint of embarrassment. "I wish I could be there with you."
"Me too, but don't worry about it, honey. You couldn't very well say no to an overseas assignment like that. I'll concede the Pope is more important than this banquet," he chuckled. They talked for a couple more minutes but she was tired and he had to get going.
Lee was surprised to see Trey without Lisa. He and his wife, Angie, knew her from social functions, and of course, from TV. Trey explained the situation over a couple drinks before they sat down to dinner. By the time they started the awards ceremony, Trey was wishing he could just leave, but of course he couldn't. Then they announced the winners of the first category, 'sports feature.'
Trey looked up at the large screen on stage and saw his photo.
"In third place, Trey Van Heusen of The Northwest Star, the MC proclaimed.
"I knew it," he heard his boss say. "Well," he told a shocked Trey, "go on up there and get your award." As Trey stumbled toward the stage Lee turned to his wife. "This is going to one of many tonight. I know it."
The next two categories were announced without Trey being mentioned but then he won second place for 'feature story.' Next was 'Pictorial.' "And in first place, Trey Van Heusen of The Northwest Star. For the third time after just five categories, Trey went up on stage to receive his award. As the night went on, Trey racked up four more awards, one of which was another first place.
The last category for the event was 'spot news.' It was considered the most important of all the categories and carried the most points toward winning photographer of the year. The second and third place winners were announced. Trey was more than satisfied with everything he'd won so far but Lee's heart was beating like a drum. He watched as the speaker's eyes glanced toward Trey and knew he'd won before his name was announced.
"With two third place wins, three second place wins, and three first place wins including spot news, this year's winner for Illinois News Photographer of the Year goes to Trey Van Heusen of The Northwest Star.
His mouth dropped open as he felt Lee's hand patting him on the back. The king sized monitor lit up with his shot of a fireman pulling a young girl from a fiery first floor window. Every press photographer there knew it was the kind of shot you risked your own life to get. Many of them stood while the applause intensified as Trey took the stage for the eighth time and humbly thanked Lee and everyone else he could think of...not leaving out his beautiful wife for convincing him to apply for the job.
Later that night, after celebratory drinks with the boss and accolades from his peers, Trey went to his hotel room to settle in for the night. He stretched out in the queen sized bed and interlocked his fingers behind his head as he stared at the ceiling. His eyes welled with tears, several of which escaped and ran down the sides of his face. It had been some night, other than his honey moon, the biggest night of his life, and yet he couldn't ever remember feeling so alone, so empty. Without the woman he loved to share in his victory it really didn't mean a whole lot.
The next morning he joined Lee and Angie for breakfast. He graciously accepted the handshakes and congratulations from some of the other photographers but was anxious to get back home.
For Lisa, each day was like the previous except for playing some poker to alleviate the monotony. In addition to the daily boredom, eating half her meals as take-outs, and not being able to see the city, Lisa's body was still not fully adjusting to the time change. She was tired during the day and couldn't get to sleep at night. Trey was just walking into the apartment when she called. For her it was late and she was tired. She used the little time they talked to complain about her assignment and had forgotten all about the awards banquet again. Since she didn't ask, Trey didn't even mention it.
The next day she was right in the middle of an erotic dream involving Trey when she was woken by her phone. She sleepily reached for it and connected without looking to see who it was.
"VAN HEUSEN, WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU?"
She immediately recognized the angry voice as belonging to Jay Fox. It instantly shocked her awake. She looked at the time; shit, it was after eight. She slept right through the alarm. "I'm sorry," she cried in a panicky voice. "I'll be right there."
"YOU GET YOUR ASS DOWN HERE NOW," he screamed. "THEY JUST PICKED A NEW POPE!" With that the line went dead.
Now she was in absolute terror mode as she literally leapt from her bed and threw on the same clothes she had adorned the day before. She rushed to the bathroom and ran a brush through her hair while sitting on the toilet to pee. She hit the street and ran as fast as she could in her three inch heels.
As she approached, she couldn't believe the crowd that was surrounding the walls of the Vatican and spilling out into the streets. She wasn't sure how she was going to get through them. She had tears in her eyes as she saw her entire career going up in flames. Suddenly, she heard her name. She looked around and saw Bob, the sound man waving at her from the gate. She fought her way through the crowd until she reached him.
"Here," he said, giving her an earpiece. "Turn around," he demanded. She turned her back so he could affix a small transmitter to the back of her skirt. "Okay, turn around," he commanded again so he could get everything rigged for the wireless microphone. He worked faster than he'd ever had to work before. He just prayed everything functioned when he got back into the trailer. There was no time to do sound checks.
"Come on!" he yelled, grabbing her by the hand and pulling her through the crowd.
The trailer was as far as he went. "Okay, Jerry is in there someplace," he said, indicating the enormous crowd in front of them. "He'll be on the lookout for you but he couldn't stand around waiting in case you didn't make it in time; so far so good. The new Pope hasn't come out yet but you'd better get your ass in gear and find Jerry in a hurry."
"I will," she replied on the fly as she started pushing her way through the throngs of people.
"Is she here?" asked a fuming Jay Fox.
"Yeah, she's all mic'd up. I'm going to patch her through to Jerry so they can find each other." Bob sat down at the control panel, put his headset on, and started flipping switches. "Lisa, can you hear me?"
"Yeah, but I can't find Jerry. I'm looking for the camera but there must be a hundred of them out here."
"I'm going to patch him into your mic. You'll be able to talk to him but he can't talk back so you'll have to find a landmark he can see and tell him to meet you there."
"Okay, I'm working my way through the crowd. I can see the statue ahead. I'll tell him to meet me there."
Bob hastily connected her mic to Jerry's earphones then slumped back into his chair with a sigh. "Now if they'll just hold off long enough for the cavalry to arrive," he said, using a local colloquialism from his home state of Arizona.
Even though they hadn't started broadcasting yet, everything Jerry and Lisa were doing was being recorded in real time.
"I can't believe this," Jay angrily growled. "I don't care how popular she is, as soon as we're back in Chicago that bimbo is gone."
Since Jerry was unable to communicate with her, Lisa had to trust that he was following her directions and working his way to her. She kept her eyes peeled for his big remote TV camera. He'd have it on his shoulder and it would be coming toward her, against the tide of the others who were all jockeying for position when the Pope came out.



"I see you," she exclaimed. "Jerry, you're about fifty feet from me. Stay there and I'll come to you."
Hearing her, the two men in the control van looked at each other and crossed their fingers. Bob stood by. As soon as they were together he had to readjust everything so they could go live with a flick of the switch.
Jerry and Lisa were only a few feet apart when they could feel an excitement building within the crowd and knew the Pope was on his way out. Lisa looked up and saw the flicker of a white robe. Inside the control room, Bob could wait no longer and switched over to live feed.
"You're on the air," he informed them.
Just then Lisa heard three pops coming from behind her. At the same time three angry hornets buzzed right past her ear. Suddenly pandemonium broke out all around her. People were screaming and pushing and shoving. She was being jostled in every direction and almost lost her footing. Her mind froze with terror. She had no idea what was happening, her only instinct was get out of there. She quickly turned and felt a thud as she accidently hit a young man in the face with her microphone. She watched in terror as he fell. Almost instantly, armed Vatican police swarmed in and pointed their weapons at the man at her feet.
"Jesus," Jay yelled at Bob in the control room. "Those were shots! Did we get that?"
"We're live Jay, and we just scooped the rest of the whole damn world," he excitedly responded. "Jerry caught the whole shooting on camera as well as Lisa clobbering the guy with her mic. That was incredible. She's a hero!"
Because of Lisa's tardiness, the only camera that was trained on the assassination attempt was Jerry's. All the others were pointed up at the Pope. From his perspective, it appeared that Lisa turned and intentionally hit the would be assassin in the face, rendering him unconscious and possibly saving the life of the newly elected Pope.
"Lisa, Lisa, are you alright?"
She was dazed and bewildered. Only at that instant were the facts of what happened, penetrating the fog of her brain. Those weren't hornets, she'd come to realize, they were bullets. Her knees were about to buckle but Jerry's voice brought her back to reality.
"Lisa, focus. We're live!"
She stared into the camera lens. The script she'd been practicing all week was no longer relevant. She had no idea what she was going to say or even how to start but she could hear Jay feeding her information from the control room through her earpiece. With the latent assailant's blood still dripping from the mic, she raised it to her face.
"The atmosphere of joy and aspirations for a new era of leadership in the Catholic Church were shattered just now when a gunman took three shots at newly elected Pope Luke the first. We are hearing reports that all three shots missed and that no one was hit. We understand the Pope is safely back in the residence under heavy guard.
"At this time we do not have any information on the shooter but moments ago a suspect was apprehended by the Vatican police.
"We will continue to keep you updated on further developments as they unfold. This is Lisa Van Heusen live from the Vatican."
*****
"Jesus, somebody just took a shot at the new Pope!"
Trey was just leaving for the day when he heard someone shout from the newsroom. "What?" he Hollard. "Lisa's there. Was anyone hurt?"
"I don't know, Trey, I don't think so. It just came over the wire."
Trey pulled out his phone as someone else in the newsroom turned the TV on.
"Come on, come on, come on, pickup damn it," prayed a terrified Trey.
"Trey, isn't this your wife here?"
He shot his attention to the screen as everyone watched a re-run of the shooting. They all saw Lisa turn toward the shooter and hit him in the face with her mic.
"Jesus, Trey, that's one hell of a brave woman you have there. Did you see that? She just turned around and clobbered that guy."
He was more interested in seeing her appear to be unharmed as she reported what happened. Just then he heard her speaking and realized he was listening to her voice mail intro. "Lisa, please call me right back and let me know you're alright."
*****
In the meantime Lisa and Jerry were back in the communications trailer. Jay was so elated he gave her a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. "Lisa, I had no idea you could be so cool under fire like that. You probably saved the Pope from getting shot. You're a hero!"
"Hero?" she questioned. Lisa was still shaking and had no idea what Jay was talking about. "I...I was just trying to get out of there. I...I didn't mean to hit that man..."
Jay grabbed her by the upper arms and gave her a little shake, causing Lisa to stop talking. She looked into his eyes with a blank expression.
"Listen to me, young lady; that is the last time you ever tell that to anyone. There is only one record of what happened and what Jerry's camera saw was a fearless reporter, who upon hearing gunfire coming from behind, wheeled around and used the only weapon at her disposal to subdue the gunman before he had a chance to fire the fatal shot."
Her shocked face looked around at the others who were nodding their heads in agreement. "But..."
"There are no buts, Lisa. That's the way it went down...right guys?"
"That's what I saw," confirmed Jerry.
"Me too," said Bob.
With everything that happened, this just added to Lisa's shock. Her mind felt like a mix master.
Jay was still in contact with the station's Chicago headquarters and got a message through his earpiece. "Lisa, your husband is panicking. He's calling the station and demanding to talk to you. You'd better call him and let him know you're all right."
She looked around for her purse and saw it under a table. As she reached for it she was given a reminder by Jay.
"Remember, you reacted to the shots, turned and used the mic to knock out the shooter. You're a hero."
"Okay," she said, still in a little shock as she tapped on her husband's picture.
Trey's heart almost exploded with relief as he heard her voice. "Honey, are you alright?"
Her eyes welled with tears as she heard the fear in his voice. She assured him she was fine and had not even a scratch. They talked for only a few minutes but Trey knew she was under a lot of strain. When they hung up Lisa asked if she could go home.
"Home? Hell no," Jay chuckled. "You have to at least follow up with the cops, and I have an idea that the Pope will probably want to thank you personally. I wouldn't plan on going anywhere for another two or three days at least."
That was the last thing she wanted to hear.
Jay saw the disappointment in her eyes. "I'll tell you what though; you've had a pretty full day. Go on back to the hotel, take a nice hot bath and get some rest. Just keep your phone on and turn up the ring tone. We'll let you know as soon as something breaks."
She thanked him and started back to the hotel. Bob looked at Jay as she left. "Still going to fire her?" Jay just laughed.
Over the next three days, Lisa received hundreds of accolades and tributes to her bravery under fire from people in the street, other reporters, members of the Italian police force, and even a personal thank you from the Pope, himself.
She continued to scoop the rest of the world when she was given exclusive access to the shooter in his jail cell. Jay had written several in depth questions for her and her comprehensive and rigorous interviews were broadcast to affiliates around the world.
It was all so convincing that Lisa began to rearrange events in her own mind to synchronize with what she was being told. Soon, she was accepting her hero status with just a touch of humility. By the time she got back to Chicago she wasn't just a star, she was a legend.
Trey was waiting for her as she got off the plane but before he could even get to her she had been recognized and was being swarmed by autograph seekers. Aggravated, he cut through the crowd. "Hey, get out of here, leave her alone."
"Hi, honey," she said, looking up from her pen with a smile. "It's okay, I'm getting used to it."
"It's not okay. I want access to my wife," he retorted. As he reached her he removed the pen from her hand, wrapped his arms around her, and gave her a big kiss. After their lips parted he looked around at the lingering gawkers. "Beat it," he yelled with a scowl. Lisa chuckled as they all scattered.
Lisa had been given the rest of the week off. It took her a couple days to get her body clock back to normal, so a full out love making session didn't happen until the weekend.
After the first week home, she still hadn't asked about the banquet. With all his wife had been through, he understood her not remembering it; after all, what were a few awards against saving the life of the Pope? Something WAS bothering him though, her attitude. It was nothing obvious, nothing he could really put his finger on, just the way she talked to him, almost like she was losing respect for him.
Three weeks after his wife returned from her trip, Trey's phone rang with that special ring tone. It was a rarity for her to call in the middle of the day. It usually meant something was wrong. "Hello," he said a little nervously.
"Hi, honey."
Well, it didn't sound like anything was wrong. She sounded happy.
"Listen, don't start anything for dinner. I thought we'd go out tonight."
"Yeah, okay. Are we celebrating something?"
"Yes, but I'm going to wait until I can tell you over a candle lit dinner and a glass of wine. Can you make reservations at Plato's Place?"
"Yeah, sure, honey, I'll do it as soon as we hang up."
Without letting on, he knew instantly what they were going to talk about. It could only be one thing...she was finally ready to start a family. After what happened in Rome, she was obviously secure in her job. Yes, with the reputation she'd built up and him winning photographer of the year, the time was obviously right. Maybe they could even get a couple of weeks off together and do a travel book like they'd planned. Things were finally starting to fall into place.
By the time they were sitting across from each other at a candle lit table for two, Trey could hardly contain himself. As soon as the waiter left with their order he leaned forward. "So, come on, Lisa, what's all the mystery?" He was grinning from ear to ear.
"Not yet," she teased. "After dinner."
She was being very coy. Trey wondered if she was already pregnant. Maybe she stopped taking the pill and was waiting to surprise him with the news. She knew it was one decision he wouldn't argue with. His mind was full of possibilities by the time they finished. He filled both their wine glasses and held his over the center of the table as an invitation for her to make a toast.
Lisa smiled, held up her glass and lightly clinked the two together. "We're moving to New York," she said.
Trey sat dumbfounded. He didn't drink, his hand hadn't even moved. He was staring at her while he mulled her words around in his head, trying to rearrange them in an order that made sense.
Lisa hadn't yet noticed his reaction. She was too busy telling him how it all came about.
"Trey, they've offered me a spot on a new show called, "What Matters." It's a weekly news show like 60 Minutes. I'll be working with some of the top news anchors and reporters in the country," she said with glee. "Honey, you mark my words, in a year or two I'm going to have my own show." She finally stopped talking long enough to see the look on his face.
"Honey, aren't you excited? It's New York. This isn't a local affiliate; this is network TV, Rockefeller Center, honey. It'll be seen all over the world."
"I thought we were going to talk about starting a family," he quietly stated. He didn't try to disguise the disappointment in his voice.
"Oh we will, honey, soon, I promise."
"When, Lisa—when? You've been promising for years now. First you wanted to get settled in your job with The Tribute, then it was this job, now it's New York. We need to talk about this. When do you have to let them know?"
"Let them know what?"
"If you'll take the job or not."
"Trey, I already told them I'd take it. You don't really think I'd turn this down?" she gasped. "I told them we'd be there in a month. I already have a realtor looking for an apartment for us. In the meantime the station will put us up. They've got places all over the city they use for visiting big-wigs. They're going to let us have one of them until we can get our own place. I know we still have six months left on the lease here, but we can get a realtor to sublet the apartment for us. With the money I'll be making I'm not really worried if it takes a couple months."
"I see," he responded, trying hard to keep himself under control.
"Oh come on, Trey, you don't really expect me to throw away an opportunity like this, do you?"
"Me...I...what happened to 'we,' Lisa? I thought we were going to discuss things as a couple and make decisions based on what's best for US," he said, emphasizing the last word.
"Honey, this is for you too. You can finally get away from that second rate newspaper. I might even be able to get you a job at The Times or The Washington Post. I'm sure they have two or three New York bureaus."
"Lisa, if I wanted to work for The Times or The Post, I'd apply based on my talent, my experience, and my credentials as a press photographer, not as someone who gets the job because his influential wife pulled some strings."
Trey stood, took a hundred dollar bill from his wallet and threw it on the table. "Come on, let's go."
"Trey..."
"Now," he said, forcefully.
Without another word, she followed him to the car. They were almost home before he spoke again.
"I thought we were supposed to be committed to each other. This is the second time you've not only made decisions, but acted on them without even any discussion at all. Evidently, I'm no longer relevant in your life."
She remembered how angry he was when she went back on the pill without telling him. Shit, she thought, it's going to take some doing to smooth this over. "Trey, that's not true. Of course you're relevant. How can you even say something like that? I love you with all my heart. Honey, I...I guess it never even occurred to me that you wouldn't want to do this. If I remember right, at one time you were all excited about New York."
She looked over when there was no response. His eyes were focused on the road straight ahead, his face was a mask of anger, and he was squeezing the steering wheel so hard his knuckles were white. Lisa turned her head to look out her side window.
Over the next couple of weeks things were very frosty between them. Lisa called his parents as well as her mother and promised they'd be back to visit often. She also arranged for a nice visit with everyone together on their last weekend in town.
After two weeks not another word had been spoken about New York. Lisa really hated to bring it up for fear it would lead to more fighting but she had to make sure things were on track.
"Trey, honey, did you give the paper your notice yet?"
"No," he flatly stated.
"Why not? You don't want to wait until the last minute, honey. They've been pretty nice to you there. You should at least give them two weeks."
"I'm not going," he told her. There was no anger or sadness, no emotion in his voice at all.
She stopped in her tracks and just stared at him for a moment. "What do you mean, you're not going. Of course you are. Honey, this is our future. This is for us. Look, I...I promise, no going back on my word this time, just as soon as we're settled in our new jobs we'll start that family. I want children, too, honey."
"Lisa, I'm not trying to hold you back. Go—go to New York, take it by storm, but I'm staying here.
"Honey, don't be silly. You can't stay here. I called a realtor to sublet this place."
"I called her back and told her to forget it. Look, you said you'll be coming back to visit, now you'll have a place to stay when you do. Think of all the money you'll save on motel bills," he said sarcastically.
"Honey, please be reasonable."
"Lisa, this is your dream, not mine. I was willing to go along with you quitting the paper and becoming a TV reporter, but now it's New York and you've already told me you won't be satisfied with that either. You're already looking ahead to your own show. What's after that, Lisa? Huh? What spotlight will finally be bright enough for you?"
She stayed silent.
"When we were in college your goal was to be a top notch investigative reporter like your dad, and you were well on your way. Then you got a chance to be in front of TV cameras and all the plans we made as a couple took a backseat to your ambitions. Suddenly I was cut right out of the decision making process and relegated from a partner in our relationship to a subordinate. You've told me over and over that you want children, but just like me, they always take a back seat to you career."
"That's not fair," she insisted.
He made a small inadvertent sigh. "You go, Lisa. Go to New York and show 'em how it's done. I'll stay here, work for my second rate newspaper and be here if our folks need me."
Lisa could see he was in no mood to be reasonable so she dropped it and started dinner a little early. In the back of her mind she knew when push came to shove he'd never let her go to New York alone. She had no doubt that he still loved her. He proved that to her almost every night in the bedroom.
Day by day, time ticked by. Trey's parents had agreed to meet at her mother's house since it was a little closer. It would be the last chance they had to visit for a while so they had planned on spending the day together. Lisa felt it would be like a going away party and baked a nice cake for the occasion. She was all ready to head on over to her mother's.
"Trey, did you want to take your car or mine, honey?"
"Take your car, if I get called out I might need mine."
"What do you mean, if you get called out? This is the last time we'll see our folks for a while." She was still in denial and had yet come to terms with the thought of Trey staying behind. "I can't believe you haven't given them notice yet."
"Lisa, you're going to have to get it through your head...I'm NOT going with you. I'm also not going to your going away party. You go without me. I don't want you to feel inhibited or have to hold back any feelings on my account. I'm going to see them next weekend."
Lisa's head was in such a thick fog on the way over she surprised herself when she pulled into her mother's driveway. Evidently they all knew Trey wasn't going to be there because no one asked about him. Lisa brought his name up a couple times during the day and tried to convince the others, as well as herself, that she'd still get him to go with her somehow. The strange looks she got were disheartening.
She also learned something else about her husband that she didn't know. She hid her anger until she got home, then confronted Trey as soon as she walked in their door. "Why didn't you tell me you won photographer of the year?" she interrogated.
He wasn't too crazy about her attitude so he thought he'd ignore it. "Did you have a good time at the folks?"
She caught the hint immediately. She took a deep breath to calm down. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have come charging in like that but why would you keep something like that from me? My husband wins a prestigious award like that and I was caught completely flat footed when your dad told me about it. I don't get it."
"I didn't keep it from you, Lisa. It just never came up. You never asked if I'd won anything and in the scope of things, I didn't think it was all that important. What was I going to say, gee honey, it was nice that you saved the Pope's life but I won an award," he joked.



Lisa was finally coming to grips with how far apart they'd grown. She just kind of deflated before his eyes and flopped down on the couch. Her vison blurred with big, crocodile tears that broke free and ran down her cheeks. It was the first real sign of sadness Trey had seen in her since she told him about New York. He sat down next to her and put his arm around her. She leaned against him and put her head down on his shoulder.
"You're really not going with me, are you?"
"No, honey, I'm really not." When he heard her deep sob he had to make her understand why. "Honey, it doesn't mean I don't love you because I do. I love you with every fiber of my being..."
"Then why?" she cried. "You've never even told me not to go."
"Because your priorities have shifted, hon. I want a successful career too, but I want to balance it with a family, and for me the family comes first. In a successful relationship, each party makes sacrifices. Lately it seems all the sacrifices have been on my end. Look, I'm not looking for another partner and I don't think you are either, at least I hope not."
She looked at him and shook her head, no. "Never, Trey, you're the only man I've ever loved."
He smiled. "And I'm counting on that," he told her. I'll admit, this is the biggest gamble I've ever taken in my life, but if you didn't go because I asked you not to, you'd always wonder what if, and eventually you'd resent me for holding you back.
"I'm hoping, praying that you get a taste of that life and decide it's not what you really want and come back to me on your own accord."
She pulled her head from his shoulder and looked him in the eyes again. "Or you'll come to me on your own?"
"Or I come to you," he confirmed.
The belief that one day in the near future they would reunite did nothing to keep the tears from flowing as they said goodbye to each other at O'Hare. As Trey watched the seven-thirty-seven defy gravity, he prayed Lisa would soon realize what was truly important. As Lisa felt herself being lifted high in the sky, she prayed the same for the man she loved.
As soon as she walked into Kennedy, she saw a man dressed in a chauffer's uniform, holding a sign with her name on it and was already starting to feel important. He already had the address of a luxurious apartment and was paid to drive her there. She was met at the door by a concierge who helped her with her bags and showed her to the suite.
"Wow," she said out loud as she looked out at the city lights, "this is the big time."
The first thing she did was call Trey. She knew if she could just get him to come out for a weekend, he'd feel the same excitement she did. He did promise he'd come out for a weekend but wouldn't commit to time schedule. Still, she was certain he would join her before long.
She had two days before checking in at the station and she was going to make the best of them. Her first stop was the Empire State Building where she viewed the city from the observation deck and bought a small replica at the gift shop. Next she took the ferry to the Liberty Island and the Immigration Museum at Ellis Island. She took lots of pictures and marveled at all the things she'd only seen in books and post cards.
The night before she was to start at the station Lisa was so full of nervous energy, sleep was impossible. It was about two in the morning when she finally gave up and sat down at a desk with a pen and some stationary. The first letter was to her mother to whom she expressed her excitement with the wonders of the city. The second letter to her in-laws was very similar. The third letter was to Trey. It expressed her love for him and her loneliness. Again she begged him to join her.
The following morning was filled with more wonders. Rockefeller Center was a city onto itself with parks, gardens, and statues, restaurants, exclusive shops, and Radio City Music Hall. It was like a dream as she wandered around. Finally, time was getting short. She found an information desk and asked directions to studio 8H. A nice looking gentleman met her as soon as the elevator doors opened and escorted her to Berry Randel, her executive producer.
They took the elevator up again to his plush office several stories above the studio. There he explained her role. Every week she would be responsible for an eight minute interview. The station would give her a list of four or five people and her secretary would contact them and try to get it scheduled; sometimes it would be done at the studio but most of the time she would go to the subject's home or work place. She was given a staff of two, her private secretary and a research assistant who would help her explore the backgrounds of the interviewees. She was totally responsible for compiling a list of questions from the contextual information, then would submit the list to Mr. Randel for his approval.
He explained that her segment was not going to be the hard hitting journalistic reporting the show was famous for. On the contrary, her eight minutes was considered light fill. In time, he promised, if she did a good job she would be moved up as one of the co-anchors, but that would be awhile.
When the meeting was over, Mr. Randel called for someone to introduce her around. She was shown to her office where she met Dar, her secretary, and Brenda, her research assistant.
She was given the first week to get acclimated. The show would introduce the new segment, starting the following week.
She was scared shitless and was almost crying that night when she called Trey. As much as he wanted to tell her to just come home, he couldn't do it. Instead, he encouraged her, flattered her, and tried to renew her confidence. They talked for over an hour. When they finally hung up, Lisa felt like a new woman. The following week she relied heavily on her two coworkers but in the end it was her itinerary that was approved.
Trey flew up to watch her inaugural broadcast together. They sat on the couch eating popcorn then made love when it was over. Unfortunately, he had to take the redeye home. It would be the last time they'd see each other for a few months.
That was becoming a big problem for Lisa. Abstinence, she discovered, was for the birds. Every day she worked with good looking successful men, many of whom came on to her. They flirted, some touched a little here and there; nothing over the top but just enough to let her know they could be had.
Almost nightly, she'd use her fingers to try and reduce the sexual urges that had built up during the day but it wasn't enough. She needed something more. What she needed was a man, but she swore to herself she would remain faithful to Trey. Okay, if not a man, she thought, how about a vibrator?
Trying to buy a vibrator was the first time Lisa's growing fame really became a problem. She was afraid to use her credit card to buy one on line for fear someone would get the information. There were a ton of adult shops around but she certainly couldn't be seen going into one. She couldn't leave her apartment in disguise, the doorman would know something was up.
She needed a plan. One night she walked out of her building with a bag. She took a cab downtown, adorned a pair of oversized sunglasses she bought the day before and strolled into a small restaurant for a cup of coffee. Before leaving, she slipped into the ladies room and changed into an old pair of jeans and an old blouse. She rolled her long blond hair in a ball on top of her head and covered it with a baseball cap. She smiled as she looked at the stranger in the mirror.
Next stop—sex toys and lingerie shop.
She picked out one of the nicer looking shops and went inside. She never knew there were so many different types of vibrators. She looked and was ready to buy a standard massager when something else caught her eye. It was more phallic looking but it had a little arm coming out from the bottom. She walked over and read the package...clit stimulator. Now that sounds interesting, she told herself. She could hardly wait to get home and try it out.
Anxiously, she opened the package and inserted two of the half dozen batteries she bought with it. She stripped and lay on the bed, naked. The buzzing sound was downright erotic. Slowly she started to run the bulbous vibrating tip up and down her slit. It didn't take long before she was soaking wet. Gently, after all it had been a while, she slipped it inside then back out a little before pushing it in all the way.
"OH MY GOD," she cried out as the small arm made contact with her clitoris. Her back arched and her body launched into spasms. She moved the wicked electric stimulator around a little before a full-blown orgasm grabbed her by the pussy and shook her whole body as it sent her pleasure receptors into the stratosphere.
"Damn!" she quietly exclaimed after finally coming back down to earth, "It can't wrap its arms around me and make me feel safe like Trey does, or make me feel loved like he does, but from a purely physical standpoint, this little sucker is unparalleled. It would surely stave off any uncontrollable sexual urges, that was for sure.
*****
Still praised as the woman who saved the Pope, Lisa was enjoying her success, while Trey had a little excitement of his own.
He was finishing up for the day when another photographer caught him just before he left. "Hey, Trey; there's some gorgeous creature out by the reception area asking for you."
"Yeah, right," he chuckled.
"No, I'm not kidding; really."
"Is it Lisa?" Suddenly his heart started to pound. Was she back?
"No, it's not Lisa. Go out the front and ask the receptionist. I'm telling you, man, this broad is a stunner."
Trey couldn't think of any reason someone would be asking for him but as he turned the corner near the front of the building he asked. "Hi, Gail; Harry said someone was asking for me?"
"I told her to take a seat in the reception area, Trey."
"Thanks," he muttered as headed toward his mystery guest.
He almost didn't recognize her. Harry was right, even dressed casually, she was a stunner, but then she always was. "Britney Holcomb?"
"Hi, Trey; how have you been?"
He hadn't forgotten about her attempt to break up him and Lisa and with the current strain on their long distance relationship the last thing he needed was any more drama in his life. His short, direct reply was meant to convey that very message. "What do you want, Britney?"
She wasn't really surprised at the tone. "First, to apologize for I did to you back in college. Second, I'm hoping to be able to return a very big favor you did for me."
"Favor? What favor did I ever do for you?"
"Would you have time to get coffee someplace where we can talk? I'll tell you all about it. I also have a proposition I think you'll be interested in."
As much as his little voice told him to run away fast, his curiosity got the better of him. "There's a little restaurant across the street. I still have to run some work up to the newsroom. I'll meet you there in a few minutes."
She already had two coffees waiting when Trey slid into the opposite side of the booth. "Alright," he asked before even taking a sip of java, "what was this favor I supposedly did for you?"
"Those pictures you took of me changed my life, Trey."
He looked a little confused so she continued. "I'm sure you heard what happened to daddy's company. His accountant embezzled tens of millions of dollars and took off for parts unknown. They still haven't caught him. Anyway, on top of that, Dad was having trouble completing some of the contracts they had so some of those companies sued him. The company's stock took a nose dive and suddenly we weren't rich anymore. Daddy still owns his company but he's fighting like crazy to keep from losing it."
She stopped to take a sip of coffee and saw she had his attention. "Anyway, it was pretty easy to see I wasn't going to have the future I thought I would. In the eyes of most rich eligible bachelors I went from trophy wife material to gold digger. It was scary to think I was actually going to have to make a living on my own.
"Well, everyone I showed those pictures to said I should be a model. The more I thought about it the more I liked the idea so I took them to New York and showed them to several of the modeling agencies up there. Trey, IMG and Elite signed me up right out of the gate. They gave me a crash course on modeling but I'd already learned so much from you when we were shooting that I picked it up in no time.
"Trey, in the last two years I've traveled around the world. I've been on five covers, Vogue three times, Glamour once and Cosmo once, not to mention I've modeled for hundreds of ads; and it all started with those shots you took."
Trey still had yet to say a word so she took another sip of coffee and picked up where she left off. "That was the favor you did for me, now, if you're interested, I think I might be able to repay it."
"How so," were the first words he said since sitting down. He still didn't trust her.
"Advertising women's fashions is time sensitive. The shoots are done well in advance then advertising time and space has to be bought in advance—everything is organized and signed, sealed, and delivered before the first shot ever makes it to print. Well, I was all scheduled to do a shoot in a couple of weeks but the photographer had an accident and is in the hospital. They didn't have a back-up photographer set up and no one can do it on such short notice...I thought of you."
"Me? Britney, I work for a newspaper. I don't have a studio, I don't have the lights I would need; in fact I don't have anything I would need."
"I know you work for the newspaper. I've seen your name every time I come home. Congratulations on winning photographer of the year, by the way. As far as a studio is concerned, you can rent one. There's all kinds of studio space to rent in New York, I'm sure they have the same thing in Chicago."
"Not that I know of," he replied. "Britney, it was nice of you to think of me but I just don't think I could put it together. Even if there is studio space to rent, I'm sure it costs a fortune."
"How much?"
"I don't know, but I'm sure it's more than I can come up with."
"I can help. I can loan you some money. You can pay it back after the shoot."
"Britney, I don't even know how much to charge for something like that."
"Well, you won't make as much as they do in New York but I'm sure you can make twenty to thirty grand."
That caught his attention. "Twenty or thirty thousand dollars for one shoot?"
"Yeah, by the time you get done with all the print and electronic media licensing fees, at least that. This is an international campaign, Trey. Your shots will be seen all around the world. Twenty or thirty thousand is nothing for all that. Unfortunately, I don't think you should try for much more because you're unknown in the industry, but once your name is out there you'll be making two and three times that. I know the ad agency will pay you thirty-five hundred for the actual shoot but you'll have to negotiate all the licensing fees. That's where the real money is. You should probably find a lawyer or somebody who knows what they're doing in that respect."
This was all too much for him to comprehend at the moment. He needed a little time to think so he got Britney's contact info and told her he'd call her in a couple of days. She warned him not to wait too long and he assured her he wouldn't.
He needed advice but didn't know anyone with the expertise he needed. The one person he could think of was his old professor, Gordon Watts. It took some doing but he finally got his number and gave him a call. After a few minutes of catching up, Trey explained the situation.
Once again his favorite professor came through. He gave Trey the numbers of a couple guys he could talk to, one who would rent him studio space, and another who would help him negotiate the licensing fees. Suddenly, he felt he could pull this off.
The following day he saw his boss first thing and told him of the opportunity. He told Lee he had to take a couple weeks of vacation time. He had three weeks coming so Lee scheduled it for him and wished him luck. Next was the call to Britney. She sounded almost as excited as he was. A visit to the studio he was going to rent was next on his list. It was more than adequate for his needs.
He wasn't looking forward to buying two round trip tickets to New York for him and the negotiator that Gordon recommended so Britney convinced the ad agency to send a contract manager to Chicago. The three sat down and when they got up again, Trey had signed a contract worth thirty three thousand dollars. Of course the negotiator got his fifteen percent and the studio expenses had to be taken out but the ad agency took care of Britney's modeling fees and all the other costs involved.
Trey didn't want to mention anything to Lisa until all the parts were in place, but once everything was signed he called to give her the news. It had been a week since they'd last talked and Lisa started the conversation. She was so wrapped up with telling him about all the interesting people she was lining up to interview, he couldn't get a word in edgewise. He finally gave up, politely listened to her excited ramblings, told her he loved her, and hung up.
The experience turned out to be everything he thought it would be and more. Just two hours into the first day of shooting and the old creative juices started to flow. He came up with ideas that stunned the ad execs as well as the client. By the end of the three day shoot, everyone thanked Britney for suggesting this great, new photographer. Unfortunately, one shoot does not make a career so at the end of his vacation Trey was back in the newsroom.
It had been three weeks since the fashion shoot. Trey was sitting in Lee's office discussing an upcoming editorial assignment when he felt the need to express his feelings. "Lee, my first love has always been commercial photography. When I first took the job with the newspaper it was because I couldn't find a commercial studio that would hire me. Now I have always given this job a hundred and ten percent. Never once have I ever sluffed off on an assignment and I never will, but I have to tell you, Lee, I'm praying that, that fashion shoot I did last month will lead to something more.
"When I was in that studio I was in my element, Lee. I was the master of all that surrounded me and I just knew I was home as far as photography was concerned. Now I don't have the financial means to open my own studio and have no plans to quit the paper, but I don't want you totally taken by surprise if I get an offer I can't pass up.
"You've been very, very good to me. I have a lot to thank you for, so if the day ever comes, I hope we can part friends."
Lee took a moment to absorb what he'd heard. "Trey, I...I always thought this was your calling, I really did. I've been in this business a long time and you're one of the best men with a camera I've ever seen. I guess I've just never thought of you doing anything but this. I always figured if I lost you it'd be to another newspaper. That's why I've pushed so hard for your raises—to make sure you always got the max. You're actually making more than guys at The Tribute with more experience."
"I know, Lee, and please don't think for one minute that I don't appreciate everything you've done for me. I'm not quitting, Lee. I've already had offers from other newspapers. Some of them have offered more than I was making at the time but I wouldn't do that; not after all you and the paper have done for me."
"Well, I do appreciate it, Trey. I don't doubt that you've had plenty of offers. If and when the day does come it'll be a sad day for me and The Northwest Star, but I'm glad you told me."



Trey was glad as well. He felt he had a home there and he could think of worse things than retiring from there, but if that happened he would always wonder how far he could have gone in the commercial field. In a way he thought that must be how his wife felt. The difference was he would still always put family first.
*****
Lisa was walking back to her office with a new list of people for potential interviews. She stopped at one of the names and walked back to her producer's office. "Barry, have all these people actually agreed to an interview?"
"Yeah, of course; like always, it's up to you and Dar to get them tied down to a time and a place but we'd never just give you a list of random names, why?"
"There's one on here I'd sincerely like to do. I'm really hoping we can make it happen." Lisa almost ran back to her office and pointed out the name to her assistant. "Dar, I really, really, really, want to interview this guy. Do whatever is needed to get it nailed down. I'm going to get Brenda started on the background stuff. I want this to be the best interview I've ever done."
He was a very busy man so it took some doing but Lisa was on her way to interview Gerry Newman, world famous and favorite photographer of her husband's. Several times over the preceding month she almost let it slip out to Trey but she really wanted to surprise him. After the interview she'd hopefully be able to arrange for her and Trey to watch it together. She fantasized about the two of them snuggling on the couch before she says, 'surprise,' when the show started and they announced who she was interviewing.
By the time Lisa got to Newman's massive photography studio, the crew had chairs and lights already set up. They told her Newman was in another room somewhere finishing something up but would be out in a few minutes. She sat on one of the chairs to wait and was surprised to see her hands shaking. After all the interviews she'd done over the previous eight months, this one was special. She and her staff worked hard to make sure she asked the right questions. She wanted to make her husband proud of her.
He wasn't as tall as she thought he'd be. His tightly cropped white beard went well with the wavy white hair on his head. He had a wonderful smile and projected it with warmth as he reached out to shake her hand.
After the introductions, Lisa took a big breath and started the dialogue. The professional attitude she'd developed over the months took hold and the interview was conducted with confidence and expertise. By the time it was over she'd grown to like the man.
"I thank you so much, Mr. Newman," she said as they shook hands at the end. "I have to tell you, I was a little nervous at first. You're my husband's very favorite photographer."
"Oh, is he a photographer?"
"Yes, he works for a newspaper back home but you actually interviewed him for a job once."
The elderly photographer thought for just a moment. "Van Heusen, yes of course, Gordon Watts young protégé. So you're the reason he turned me down. Well, I can't say I blame him," he chuckled.
"Turned you down?" she queried. "No, you must have him mixed up with someone else. This was a few years ago. You gave the job to someone else."
"Uh-uh," he said while shaking his head. "I know exactly who he is. I interviewed him at the college when I went down there for a lecture."
"He told me he didn't get the job. You mean you were actually going to hire him?"
"Oh yeah, you bet. I've known Gordon, his professor, for decades. Every time we'd talk he'd brag about Trey, so when we set up the lecture, I made sure Gordon scheduled an interview with him. I needed a new assistant at the time and based on what Gordon told me, I knew before I got down there that I'd probably offer him a job. When I saw his work he didn't disappoint me at all. Your young man could be a star in this field. I told him I'd have him as my second camera inside of a year. That's almost unheard of. It usually takes three or four years at least."
She was astonished. "I don't get it, why would he tell me you wouldn't hire him?"
"Love," he said with a smile. "He told me he was engaged, so I was brutally honest with him. Working for me can be a real romance killer. I do a lot of overseas traveling. I can be gone for two or three months at a time, sometimes longer. Obviously, that can be pretty hard on a relationship. I'm pretty sure he saw it as a choice between you or the career." He smiled again. "After meeting you I'd say he made the right choice."
"But why tell me you hired someone else? Why not tell me the truth?"
"He probably didn't want you to feel guilty," Newman replied.
She graciously thanked him for his kindness and his time. She explained that the thirty-five minute interview would be edited down to fit her eight minute time slot and would air the following Sunday.
Later that night, Lisa lay in bed thinking about what Gerry said. She thought back and remembered how scared she was when Trey was talking about living in New York and how relieved she was when he told her he didn't get the job, but there was something else.
She remembered other feelings she had, feelings that maybe Trey wasn't as good as everyone thought he was. After all, they were just college students. When a real pro looked at his work it turned out that he wasn't good enough. At least that's what she thought.
She realized that was the moment she started to feel superior. After-all, she got the job with The Tribute right out of the gate when Trey couldn't find work. She felt empowered when she was the one who got him his job with the paper, even if he didn't really want it. Looking back on it now, she realized she developed an attitude. She was the one with the real talent.
Now with hindsight, she knew that wasn't the case. She chuckled to herself when she examined how she got where she was. She didn't get the job with the paper on her own merits, she got it because of her dad, and the reporter's job at WGBO; she got that because of her looks, not her talent. Then there was her present job. That was the biggest fluke of all. With the amount of hero worshiping she received, she'd almost forgotten what really happened that day in Saint Peter's Square. She knew damn well, if it hadn't been for accidently hitting that guy with her mic, she'd have been fired.
She felt tears run down the sides of her face as she stared at the white ceiling. She remembered what he said about making all the sacrifices. At the time it sounded like he was making excuses but now she could see he was right. If he was as good as Newman said, he would have found a studio job if he had stuck with it, but instead, he took the job with the newspaper. It was another sacrifice on his part. He did it for her and the family they were planning.
Her stomach was twisting in knots. She felt sick as she turned on her side and curl into a fetal position. Tears flowed freely with each sob.
The next day she told her staff she was going out of town for the weekend and would be late on Monday then asked Dar to get her on a flight to O'Hare sometime Friday night.
About thirty minutes later Dar walked into Lisa's office with printed tickets in hand. "Here you go, Lisa. You leave from LaGuardia at ten and get into O'Hare at eleven thirty. Is that okay?"
"That's perfect, Dar, thank you. What about coming back?"
"You leave O'Hare at six in the morning. It gets you back here about nine."
"Perfect," responded Lisa with a smile. "Thank you very much." The two talked about the following week's show before Dar left and Lisa called Trey.
He told her he would be happy to pick her up and was looking forward to spending the weekend with her.
It had been weeks since they were together but from the moment they hugged and kissed at the airport, it was like they'd never been apart. They made love Friday night. That Saturday they visited the folks and took them out for dinner. Saturday night they made love again.
As hard as it was, Lisa managed to keep her secret. Sunday evening they had a pizza delivered and was cuddled up on the couch with a couple glasses of wine when they heard the music for "What Matters." Trey started to say something but she shushed him.
"I want you to hear the introductions, honey."
"Okay," he said, then sat and listened.
The announcer called the names of each reporter along with a brief synopsis of what each segment would be about as the anchors appeared on the screen one by one. Lisa's interview was always last to be announced. "And tonight, Lisa Van Heusen interviews world famous photographer, Gerald Newman."
Trey almost choked on his wine. "You interviewed Gerry Newman and didn't tell me?"
"I wanted to surprise you," she chuckled.
"Was he a nice guy? I mean, I didn't really get a chance to talk to him much."
"Yes, he was an extremely nice man, nice and honest too; more honest it seems than my own husband."
Trey looked at a little shocked. "What do you..."
"Why did you tell me he didn't hire you?" she growled. "He told me he offered you the job but you turned him down."
Trey had almost forgotten about his little white lie. Oh well, time to come clean. "I didn't want you to feel guilty," he admitted. "I didn't want you to think you were holding me back."
"So instead you led me to believe you weren't good enough for him," she snapped.
Trey had never thought about it in those terms before. "Just because I didn't get the job doesn't necessarily mean I wasn't good enough."
"No? What does it mean then when somebody doesn't get the job they've wanted all their life?"
"Well..." he couldn't really think of an adequate answer.
"I really am pissed at you for lying to me like that. Please don't ever do that again."
"Okay, never again," he promised.
She leaned forward, lightly placed her hand behind his head and gently pulled his lips to hers for a long, tender kiss. When they pulled apart she looked deeply into his eyes, "I love you, Trey Van Heusen, I love you so much."
That night they made love for the third night in a row.
Monday morning, Lisa was feeling on top of the world when she walked into her office a little after eleven. She had made a surprisingly easy decision on the plane, coming back. Both Dar and Benda commented on her broad smile during their first weekly meeting where she got caught up on plans for the next show. Because of the late start, the meeting ran into the lunch hour so she treated both girls to a wonderful lunch at a trendy little Manhattan restaurant. When they got back she called her executive producer.
About the same time Lisa was sitting in her boss' office, Trey was on his way to an assignment when his phone rang. He glanced at the number displayed on his car's radio but didn't recognize it. He still had another fifteen minutes of driving before arriving at his destination so he went ahead and connected the call. "Hello?"
"Hi, I'm calling for Trey Van Heusen, please."
"This is Trey, can I help you?"
"Trey, my name is Walter Abrams. I'm an ad exec for an agency here in Chicago. We've been working with a couple other photographers but frankly we'd like to see a little more creativity than they've been giving us. I've been asking around and your name has come up a couple of times. I understand your studio is in Chicago."
"Uh...um...ah, yeah," he had no idea what to say. This could even be someone's idea of a joke but he didn't want to take any chances. They called him on his cell so he could always look up the number and see if it really was an ad agency. He had to buy time. He had to think fast. "Mr. Abrams, you caught me at a bad time. I'm out of town and right now I'm driving on an unfamiliar expressway. Could I call you back next week?"
"Ah, yes, that would be okay I guess. We really would like to get together with you as soon as possible though. I'd like to come by your studio with a couple of associates and look around."
"Ah, well, like I said, I'm out of town at the moment. Let me call you next week and we'll see what we can arrange."
"That would be fine, Trey. I'll wait for your call." With that the line went dead.
Shit, he cursed to himself. He didn't mean to lie but the call came from so far out in left field, he had no idea how to handle it. How the hell did they even get my number, he wondered. He didn't have time to think. He was pulling up to his assignment.
Later that night he called Mr. Watts again and explained his new dilemma. He had already checked the number and found it was indeed an ad agency in Chicago.
"Trey, I hope you're not thinking about trying to bluff these guys. That could be a real career killer."
That was exactly what he expected to hear. "Yeah, I was afraid you were going to say that, professor. I was just kind of hoping this could be my ticket. I'll give that guy a call tomorrow and tell him I can't do it."
"I never said you can't do it. I said don't try to bluff them. Be honest with them. Tell them you're interested but that you don't have a studio for the moment. Tell them you'll rent space for the time being just like you did for that fashion shoot."
"Yeah, but professor, that fashion shoot was big deal. I doubt if these guys are talking about that kind of work. They're a smaller, local agency. It wouldn't pay to rent the space and all the lights and equipment I'd need, and I sure as hell don't have the money to buy everything."
"Do you remember Bezan's Studio here in town? In fact, didn't you shoot for him, part time?"
"Yeah, that's where I shot Britney's photos. He let me borrow the studio."
"Well he's retiring. He's closing up shop and selling everything; cameras, lights, backdrops, stands, booms, radio triggers, tethering equipment, computers, monitors, he's got two, three roller wall mounts for sweeps, the whole ball of wax. I just talked to him the other day. He's going to put it all up for sale on line but he told me he'd take ten grand for everything if he got an offer. I was thinking about getting it for the college but it's a lot more than we need and I don't think the board will go for it."
"Jesus, professor, after all the expenses I cleared almost twenty-three grand from that fashion shoot."
"There you go, Trey. Find yourself some cheap space in an industrial area and you're in business. I'd tell that guy from the ad agency exactly what you're doing and ask for a verbal commitment to give you a try once you're up and running. All you really need is one or two decent clients starting out and you can build the business from there."
It was a lot to think about but he knew he could it. This time it was he who was going to make a major decision. He'd call Lisa and let her know, of course, but this was something he was going to do with or without her blessing. Later that night he got the shock of his life when he called his wife.
"Oh, Trey, DO IT, DO IT!" she shouted with enthusiasm. "You can't pass this up. Please tell me you're going to do it."
"Yes, I am going to do it. I'm a little surprised though, I thought you'd be against it. This is a pretty big gamble. It'll be a long time before there's a steady paycheck in it."
"I don't care, Gerry Newman said you were a genius, that's good enough for me," she acclaimed. "This is what you've wanted. It's what you were meant to do, go for it."
The next day he called Mr. Bezan and made arrangements to buy his entire inventory of studio equipment except for two cameras and two speed lights the old man said he wanted to keep.
Next he sat down with Lee, his boss, again. He explained the situation and said he'd give the paper a month's notice instead of the traditional two weeks.
"I'm not really surprised," he told Trey. "When you came in here last month and told me commercial photography was your first love, I could see the excitement in your eyes. I sure hate to lose you but I wish you all the luck in the world."
By the end of the week everything was falling into place. He had called the ad agency back and leveled with them. They weren't too happy but gave him a verbal commitment to try him out with a couple small jobs as soon as he was in business. He rented a truck and got a few buddies to help him move all the studio equipment to a storage facility until he found space to rent.
It was a tough week and the added stress didn't make it any easier. He was dragging as he got home Friday after work. His plan was to throw a frozen dinner in the microwave, call Lisa, then go to bed early. He had to meet the guys and pick up the rental truck at seven the following morning.
As he stepped inside the apartment he got a whiff of something that smelled delicious. Damn, he thought, I should go over to the neighbors for dinner. Whatever they're cooking sure smells good.
He rounded the corner to the living room and thought he'd heard something in the kitchen. He hurried to check it out. There, stooped over the open oven was the naked ass of his wife sticking out from behind an apron. She turned and gave him a big smile.
"Hi, honey, hungry?"
He stood there with his mouth open.
"Like my new apron?" she asked with a devilish grin.
He was still too shocked to speak. He just nodded his head while she wrapped her arms around his neck and rubbed her breasts into him as they kissed.
"I...I didn't know..." he started to stutter.
"Yes, I know. I didn't tell you I was coming. I wanted to help with all the moving this weekend so I thought I'd surprise you. Judging by your reaction I'd say I was successful," she said as she gave him another peck on the lips.
"Yeah, well your cooking attire might have had something to do with it too," he joked.
"Listen, after dinner you and I need to talk. I made another unilateral decision..." She saw him roll his eyes. "But I think you're going to like this one."
Rather than sitting naked at the table, Lisa threw on a pair of sweats while they enjoyed their meal. Afterward she led him into the living room where they cuddled up on the couch with a glass of wine. She waited until they were both comfortable.
"Last week I gave my two week notice."
Immediately, Trey wondered where she was going now, Paris? London? "Okay," he questioned in a flat tone of voice, "where to now?"
"Chicago."
He wasn't sure he heard her right. "Chicago?"
"Trey, I am so sorry. I can't believe you've stuck with me all this time, but no more long distance romance. I'm coming home."
"You mean you're not going back?" He now had a grin from one ear to the other.
"Well, I have to go back but it won't be for much longer. When I told Barry I was quitting I thought he was going to have a heart attack, no kidding. I got worried. Anyway, a couple days later he called me into his office and made me an offer. They're going to give me my own half hour news talk show right here in Chicago."
She watched Trey's face but it looked like he was still waiting for the other shoe to drop. "For the first time since quitting the paper, I think dad would be proud, honey. "It's going to be a local show centering on local politics." I'll be going after dirty politicians, wasteful city spending, and politically connected sweetheart deals. It's the best of both worlds, hon."
He still hadn't said anything so now was the time to deliver the caveat. "There is one catch. I had to promise I'd stick it out with, "What Matters" until the end of the season, but that's only six weeks away, honey—six weeks and I'm home for good."
He still wasn't totally convinced. "Or..."
"There is no or this time, honey, I promise. When I told Barry I was quitting I was all ready to go crawling back to The Tribute on my hands and knees, and if something falls through with the show, I'm still ready to do it if necessary. Having your children and...oh yeah, I also told Barry I'd be pregnant most of the time for the next three or four years."



Trey's smile suddenly got much bigger. "And what did he say?"
"He said it would give me something to talk about with my guests. Honey, at the end of the season, I'm home and you're going to be stuck with me for the rest of our lives. Now, I have a bottle of champagne chilling in the fridge and about five or six birth control pills left. I know you're not much for reruns, but I thought you might like to recreate that toast we made a few years ago.
Epilogue:
It took Trey three months before opening the doors to his studio. In addition to renting the building and moving in all the equipment, there were business cards to get, a website to develop, insurance, a business license and the all-important tax accountant to find.
On day one, Trey called Walter Abrams who was standing by with a couple of test shoots. In addition, Britney, professor Watts, and even Gerry Newman, were all spreading the news about the creative, young photographer who just opened a new studio in Chicago.
While he was busy with all that, Lisa had already started working with network executives and a slew of writers and investigators to develop her show. It was a busy time for both of them, but it was a labor of love, and what was more important, they got to go home to each other every night.
On the eve of Lisa's show airing, Trey came home with a bottle of champagne to celebrate. "I'm sorry, honey," she said. "I'll have to celebrate with something else." He was a little confused until she showed him a home pregnancy test with, "YES," spelled out in glorious bright green letters.
Just as everyone predicted in college, Trey and Lisa was a match made in heaven. Lisa became a household word in some circles, it wasn't a very nice word in the household of some dirty politicians, but she was known and respected as a news journalist that didn't stop until the story was told.
Her counterpart wasn't quite as well known with the masses but was very well known and highly respected in his own field.
Together they raised two wonder boys and one feminine angel to adulthood. Cary, the oldest boy, took over his dad's commercial photography business when Trey retired and was making his own mark.
Looking back on a lifetime of happiness, they both sat in the porch swing of their recently purchased summer home, talking. Trey had his arm around his beautiful bride as she laid her head on his shoulder. "Have you ever wondered what part fate plays in people's lives," he asked pensively.
"Ah, no, I can't say I've given it a lot of thought, why?"
"I don't know. I know successful people like to claim that they made their own fate, but there are definitely moments that can change the course of person's life. Hell, change the course of history. Look at Elvis. What would rock and roll be today if he hadn't stopped in at Sun Records to record that song for his mother?"
"I don't know, honey. I never thought about it," Lisa chuckled. "Where is all this coming from?"
"I was just looking back at our lives, trying to figure out if there was one moment that set us on our course. For a while we had some contentious periods. At the time, I was worried that we might not make it."
"Yeah," she agreed. "Me going to New York was probably the dumbest thing I've ever done. For almost a year we lived apart like that."
"Yeah, but if you think about it, everything that led up our careers happened during that time."
She looked at him a little strangely. "What do you mean?"
"Well, I doubt very much that I would have given Britney two seconds if we had been living together when she asked me to do that shoot. I knew how much you hated her and I don't think there's any way I would have worked with her if I had to come home and face you every night. I would have just felt too guilty.
"And there's no way the network would have given you your own show if you hadn't gone to New York. Yup, if I had to come up with a moment...one instant in time that set our course, I think it would be when you turned around and hit the guy who was trying to assassinate the Pope. I really believe we have what we have today because of your bravery, my hero."
"Ah, honey; about that..."
The end.
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***
I was on my way to photograph three members of the Cal-Town Women's Club making decorations for an upcoming charity bazaar. What can I say, not all newspaper photography is exciting. I got the job right after graduating high school in 1960 and had now been a Morning Star, staff photographer for four years. Even though taking photos of three elderly ladies making streamers wasn't my idea of thrilling, overall I loved the job and it did have its exciting moments.
I had only been working there a little over a year when I was sent on a raid with the Indiana State Police. A gun battle broke out and a bullet passed so close to my ear it sounded like an angry giant hornet. I felt so helpless while bullets were flying all around that as soon as I was old enough I applied for a concealed carry permit, and from then on, wore my Beretta three-eighty under my sport coat. Since then I'd been on countless police raids but never had to draw my gun...thank goodness.
I was only a couple miles from the women's club assignment when my pager went off. Those things were a two edged sword. The paper bought a slew of them and gave one to all the reporters and photographers. We had to wear them during working hours and off hours if we were on-call. Sometimes it was nice. An assignment would get cancelled or changed for some reason and the news room could let us know so we didn't show up to a locked door. Other times I'd be out with my wife and get called out to a fire or accident. That wasn't so nice. Sheri, my wife, didn't mind that as much as she did when the damn thing would start buzzing at two or three o'clock in the morning.
I looked at the display. All it read was, "call off." I pulled into the first gas station and up to the outdoor phone booth. The paper had a general phone number that went through a switchboard. Marge was the operator who would then connect the caller to the proper department.
"Hi, Marge, Clint just paged me." Clint Wilkenson was our city editor.
"Okay, Dylan, here you go."
"City desk," he answered, as usual.
"Clint, it's me. You paged?"
"Yeah, forget the three bag ladies." Clint was a sarcastic cuss. "We'll reschedule it. Get over to South Chicago, around a hundred and sixty-fifth and Kennedy. Some woman was beaten up and raped in her own back yard. The guy took off on foot so half the police force is pounding the pavement, looking for the jackass. Get a couple shots of the cops peeking around a corner or beating the bushes or something. I'm just looking for some general art."
"All right, on my way," I told him. I wasted no time getting to the intersection but saw no cops anywhere. I figured they were probably searching the alleys and back yards so I parked the car, grabbed my Nikon and took off in pursuit of a couple of blue uniforms. I wandered along streets and through the alleyways until I finally spotted a couple of boys in blue. I knew one of them and we talked after I got my shots. I was curious about what happened.
"Dylan, I feel so sorry for the poor girl. She lives with her mother and has a three year old daughter. I think the father deserted her. Anyway, she was hanging laundry up in the back yard when this creep rushed her from the sidewalk, knocked her down with a punch to the face, and then jumped on top and raped her."
"Jesus, Tom," I replied. "It's broad daylight. The guy's got to be out of his mind."
"Yeah, the victim said she thought he was high on something. A couple of the neighbors heard her scream and called us but we didn't have any squads in the area. By the time we got here he took off. We'll find him though. We have a good description and all the neighboring forces have been notified to keep an eye out."
"What's the description, just in case I see him?"
"Long, dark brown hair, scruffy beard, dirty white T-shirt, and baggy levis," Tom answered. "If you do see him, be careful, he's got a knife. He threatened the girl with it when she wouldn't stop screaming."
I told him I'd be careful and thanked them both for the photos. Of course they were thrilled knowing their pictures would be in the paper. As I started back to my car, I realized, while wandering around looking for cops, I had strayed a mile or more from where I was parked, so I started taking shortcuts.
I was walking through a blacktop alley with homes on both sides and was within a couple blocks of my car when I heard something. At first I figured it was a dog but wasn't too worried since there was a five foot tall, cyclone fence between me and the noise. I looked at a bunch of wild bushes growing between the fence and the back of a garage on the other side of it. He was all crouched down and pretty well hidden but I could see parts of the white T-shirt.
Son of a bitch, I thought, I got him. I drew my gun and attempted to get to the other side of the fence through the gate but it was locked with a padlock. Shit. I was pretty sure he knew he'd been discovered, so if I went to the end of the block and all the way around to the front of the yard, he'd be gone by the time I got there.
I figured he knew I couldn't get to him and was afraid he'd bolt on me, so I made sure he saw my gun and told him to lie flat on the ground and throw the knife into the yard. To my relief, he obeyed but I thought; what now? I had him covered but I still had a five foot fence between us.
I did the only thing I could think of and started hollering HELP at the top of my lungs. I was hoping for one of the cops to be close enough to hear me. "HELP—POLICE, HELP! HELP! HELP!" Nothing! I kept it up and kept it up, thinking sooner or later somebody would hear me, but my voice was starting to get weaker and weaker. I was starting to lose it completely but what else could I do? "SOMEONE PLEASE CALL THE COPS AND TELL THEM I HAVE THE RAPIST!" Still nothing and I was now straining to raise my voice above a couple decibels.
Just as I was about to give up, I heard someone. "What's going on?"
"Please get the police," I croaked. "I've caught a rapist they're looking for."
"We are the police," one said as two cops came around the corner of another house. When they both got next to me, their eyes followed down my gun barrel until they saw what it was aimed at.
"Jesus Christ, that's him," one of them exclaimed.
Suddenly they both became animated, trying to figure out how they were going to get to him. Neither one looked like they could climb the fence. "Can you keep him covered while we go around to the front?" one asked.
"Yes, but please hurry. I've been standing here for about twenty minutes and I'm getting tired," I managed to say with my horse throat.
The two cops walked to the end of the alley then disappeared behind some houses as they made a right turn. I didn't see them again for a couple of minutes until I saw them searching for the right yard. I started waving my arm until they spotted me. By that time, they had called for back-up and I got photos of several cops cuffing the jackass and throwing him into the back of a squad car. I also got shots of the knife.
I was excited as hell by the time I got back to my car. Not only did I get some great shots of the cops taking the rapist into custody, but I was the one who captured him. In the years I'd been with the paper, my name had appeared on hundreds of my photos but I'd never been the subject of the story before. In spite of my sore throat, I couldn't stop grinning. I looked at my watch and saw I still had time to make my last assignment before going into the office. I was taking pictures of a woman on her one-hundredth birthday. To my way of thinking, if someone can last a hundred years, they deserve to have their picture in the paper.
I stopped at a drug store on the way and got a couple boxes or cough drops for my sore throat.
When I got to the location, I asked if I could use their phone. I called in and told Clint what happened so they knew to hold more space open for the photos.
The end of the day was the only part of the job that I considered to be work. We had to develop all our own film and make our own prints. They were clipped to the day's assignment sheets and numbered to coincide with our notes and identifications for each shot. We were normally given a couple hours for all this, but if we had a busy day that wasn't always enough time.
When I was done, I ran my work up to the newsroom and handed it in to Lyle, the photo editor. Clint saw me and walked up.
"Lyle, where's the art from the rape?"
Lyle thumbed through everything and pulled them out. "Here you go."
Rarely did anyone see Clint smile but a big grin stretched across his face. "These are great, Dylan. What a story. Busey's writing it. Go sit down with him and give him your version." He threw the photos back down on Lyle's desks and walked away. "I love it," he chuckled to himself.
I sat down with Rich Busey, and told him everything that had happened. When I was done, I had a question.
"Any word on the girl?"
"Yeah, I just got off the phone with her mother," he replied. "She's got a broken nose and cheek bone. She also tore some cartilage in her shoulder while she was struggling. Her mom sounded like she was more worried about the psychological trauma than the physical injuries, though. I guess her daughter's been through quite a lot over the last couple years. She's at Mercy Hospital.
"You should stop on your way home. I'll bet they'd like to meet the man who captured that asshole."
"Nah, I've got to get home," I responded. I was actually anxious to tell Sheri about my day.
I felt sorry for the girl, but even so, I couldn't stop grinning from ear to ear on the drive home. At twenty-two years old, I felt like I had the world by the tail.
Two years prior, I married Sheri, the love of my life, my high school sweetheart and former captain of the varsity cheerleaders, no less. Every guy in school was after her, but she picked me.
We wanted to get married right out of high school but our folks were dead set against it, saying we were too young. Two years later they gave up. They still thought we were too young but they could see we were truly in love, so they gave us their blessing.
Since then, not a day had gone by that I hadn't felt like the luckiest guy on earth. On top of being married to my dream girl, I had a job I loved and paid well to boot. We had a nice apartment, two decent cars, and could even afford to go out on the town now and then as long as we didn't go overboard.
I could hear my lovely bride slaving over a hot stove in the kitchen as I walked in. "Guess what?" was my lead in just before getting my welcome home kiss.
"They doubled your salary," she sarcastically replied as soon as our lips parted.
"No, you just kissed a hero," I responded. "You can read all about it in tomorrow's paper."
"Like I'm going to wait until tomorrow, you'll tell me now or there'll be no nookie for you tonight."
"Well, since you put it that way," I said with a grin. She knew damn well I couldn't wait to tell her. I poured myself a cup a coffee then sat down at the table as I launched into my adventure.
She listened while putting the finishing touches on dinner. She was setting the table as I concluded my tale. I could see a worried look on her face.
"I wish you wouldn't take chances like that. What if he'd had a gun? He could have shot you."
"Honey, if he had a gun he wouldn't have been brandishing a knife," I replied.
"Still, you didn't know for sure. You almost got your head shot off that one time. I just wish you'd be more careful."
I should have never told her about that. She cried at the time and I knew it was always in the back of her mind.
"Honey, please don't worry about me. There was no way that guy had a gun. There were half a dozen witnesses that saw him run away from the girl. They all saw the knife but not one mentioned a gun."
"Just be careful, okay," she commented while putting a couple pork chops on my plate.
"I promise, babe. Can I help with something?"
"No thanks, everything's all ready. Besides, heroes don't do kitchen duty," she said with a smile.
Later that night, you might say I got a hero's welcome as I slipped into bed. I felt Sheri's hands on my chest before my head hit the pillow. I turned to face her and was met with those delectable lips of hers...and they didn't stop there. Slowly, lovingly, they moved downward. When she saw how hard my cock was already, she looked up at me with a big smile before placing a kiss on the tip.
I guess she decided oral stimulation wasn't really necessary because she climbed on top of me and slipped her wet pussy over shaft, braced herself with her hands on my stomach and began to ride. I worked hard to keep myself from coming immediately as Sheri closed her eyes and did her best imitation of riding a brahma bull. I felt her pussy muscles contract as she screamed out her first climax.
I took a short reprieve while Sheri struggled to take control of her body again. It allowed me to move beyond the point of no return without coming which would greatly increase my stamina.
I could see she was about ready for round two so I put my hands around her waist and guided her up and down in rhythm with my hips. Soon she was thrashing wildly around with another explosion of euphoric bliss.
When she realized I had yet to come, she hopped off the bed and stood at the edge, bracing herself on the mattress with her hands. I walked around and took her from behind. This time we both exploded in unison. It was after two-thirty by the time we cuddled in each other's arms and drifted off in a post coital state of unconsciousness.
There must have still been a trace of adrenalin in my blood because I woke up an hour before the alarm went off. I was curious to know if the paper had been delivered yet. We don't get it, why pay when I can take one off the press, but several people in the apartment building had it delivered.
I threw on my robe and quietly snuck out of the bedroom so I wouldn't wake Sheri. I opened our front door and peeked out. Sure enough, there were several papers left in front of the other doors. I looked around to see if anyone was around. When I was satisfied the coast was clear, I darted out to grab the one three doors down then successfully scampered back inside our apartment without getting caught.
With a grin on my face, I went into the kitchen and threw the paper on the table while I made coffee. While it was brewing I sat down and slipped the rubber band off to unfold the proclamation to my heroism. I was disappointed to see it wasn't on page one. I found it just inside though, on page three.
They used five of my shots, two were several columns wide. I started to read the story. I wasn't mentioned until the end. "Morning Star photographer, Dylan McHenry was dispatched to the scene and captured several photos of the police manhunt. While walking through an alley on the way back to his car, he noticed a figure crouched behind some bushes. Recognizing the subject from witnesses' descriptions, Dylan was able to hold the suspect at bay until officers took him into custody."
"That's it?" I said out loud.
"That's what?"
I looked over the top of the newspaper and saw my wife in her robe. "Where'd you get that?" She queried on the way to the coffee pot.
"I stole it."
"You what? From who?"
"The Wilsons. I wanted to read about my heroism but it doesn't sound like much in print," I chuckled. I read her the last few lines while she poured two cups of magic elixir.
"You go put that back," she said, making no comment on the story.
"I will. What are you doing up so early?"
"Telling you to put that paper back before they see it's missing and blame the paperboy."
I rolled it back up and slipped the rubber band around it. On my way passed, I stopped to kiss Sheri on the lips.
Later that morning, I hiked up the stairs to the newsroom and got my assignments for the day from Lyle. I was glancing through them when Rich came up to talk to me.
"Busy day?"
"Good morning, Rich. Nah, not too bad; anymore on the girl that was raped yesterday?"
"As a matter of fact, I just got off the phone with her mom. She's going to be released this afternoon. They asked if there was any way you could stop in before then."
"Me? Oh, I don't know, Rich. I don't even know them. Why would they want to see me?"
"Why do you think? They read the story. When I called to get an update on the girl's condition, she asked me about the brave photographer, so I told her the whole story."
"Rich, come on, I joked with my wife about being a hero but it really wasn't anything."
"Dylan, if you hadn't done what you did, that guy would have gotten away. We both know that. He would have most likely done it again, and who knows, he might have killed someone the next time."
I looked at my assignments again. The hospital was only five minutes away and I had plenty of time to get to my first job. "Okay," I acknowledged. "I'll head on over there in a few minutes. What's her name?"
"Maria Cooper, her mother's name is Angela. They're in room two-twenty-eight."
"All right, I have to drive right past there anyway."
I went down stairs to check in and see if there was anything for me in the photography office but I didn't see anything so I headed over to the hospital. The mother instinctively knew who I was and greeted me as soon as I walked into the room.
"Oh," she said while putting both hands up to her face, "you must be Dylan. I was hoping you'd come."
Before I could say anything, she turned to her daughter lying in the hospital bed. "Maria, look, it's the man who caught the guy who beat you up."
I noticed she didn't say raped. I looked, but it was hard to see her under all the bandages. They also had her right arm in a shoulder cast. I smiled and walked up to the side of her bed. "I understand you're going to be just fine," I said. "That's good to hear."
She smiled back the best she could. "Thank you," she said in a quiet voice.
"Thank you for coming," her mother gushed. "We both wanted to thank you in person for what you did. Maria has been through so much. If you hadn't caught that creep she would be terrified knowing he was still out there and could come after her again."
"Well, I didn't really do that much. I'm sure the cops would have caught him anyway. Your neighbors gave them a pretty good description and they had every cop for miles around looking for that guy."
"Maybe," Angela commented, "maybe not. We don't have to worry because of you, though."
I smiled with a little embarrassment from their gratitude. I really did believe the cops would have probably caught the guy anyway. "Well, I'm glad I could help," I told Angela. I looked down at Maria who was smiling up at me. That made me smile in return. "And you get better real soon, okay?"
Her smile got about as big as she could muster as she nodded her head.
I told them I had to get going so we said our goodbyes and I took off for my first assignment, but that meeting put me in a good mood for the rest of the day. I told Sheri about it over dinner that night. Now that she was over being angry with me for taking a risk, she seemed much more interested and showed concern for Maria.
"So she's going to be okay then?"
"Yeah, as far as I know."
"How old is she? The paper didn't give any details about her. Is she real young?"
"The paper?"
"Yeah, I went out and BOUGHT one," she said, emphasizing 'bought.' "I wanted the article for my scrapbook."



"Scrapbook?" That was news to me. "What scrapbook?"
"I started it as soon as you got the job with the paper," she said. "Up till now it's just been pictures you've taken, but I had to include the article this time." She looked at my shocked face. "Well, someday we'll have grandchildren and I think they should know what their grandpa did for a living."
"Where is it?"
"Never mind. I don't need you looking at it and getting a big head. You never answered my question. How old is she?"
"Oh, I don't know. It was hard to tell with all the bandages, but she has a three year old kid. I'd guess she's probably our age."
"Oh, okay. I had the impression she was younger. Of course, something like that should never happen to anyone at any age, but I was afraid she was in her teens."
"No, no, I'm sure she's not that young."
"Well, if I didn't tell you yesterday, I am proud of you."
"Thanks, babe; proud enough for a repeat of last night?" I asked with big grin.
She stepped up to me and gave me a light peck on the lips. "Of course," she answered with her own big grin.
By the following day my fifteen minutes of fame was a thing of the past and it was business as usual. I was looking forward to a three day weekend. That was actually one of the neatest things about working for the paper. We had four rotating shifts and six photographers. They were all supposed to be eight hour shifts, although if you got done early you could go home early. By the same token, if it was a busy day and it stretched to nine or ten hours, well that's the way the cookie crumbles.
The first photographer started at seven am. At nine, two more guys started. At two-thirty in the afternoon, two more guys started and at three-thirty one more. That gave us full coverage throughout the day and night. It was really neat because some weeks you had time off during the day and other weeks you had your nights free. If an emergency came up during the night, it was usually one of the night guys who was called out. In addition, our days off we were also on a rotating schedule. The really, really neat thing was that the guy who had the last day shift got the following Saturday, Sunday, and Monday off.
I had booked a little cabin near Starved Rock. It had no phone and no TV. What it did have solitude, a place outside to build a campfire, and a giant bed. It was three days of heaven on earth.
Going on nights was always a little harder. For one thing, I didn't like leaving Sheri home alone, although we had some nice neighbors in the building that she would visit if she got too lonely. The other reason was scheduling. Most of the assignments during the day were booked well in advance and usually things went pretty smooth. The night shifts were much more unpredictable. There was always something popping up here and there to screw things up.
I was already running late by the time I returned to the office. It was ten-thirty. My shift was supposed to end at eleven-thirty but I still had at least two more hours of film processing and printing to do, thanks to Gene Anderson, one of the reporters. My last assignment for the night was a town hall meeting in Arlington Hills where they were trying to use eminent domain to seize a couple of private businesses.
I was supposed to stop in, take a couple shots and leave, but tempers were running so high, Gene was sure a riot was going to break out and begged me to stay. Of course the meeting ran late, and me being the conscientious type, stayed till the bitter end; in spite of no riots. The first thing I did when I got back to the office was call Sheri to tell her I wouldn't make it home until one o'clock.
I was beat by the time I got home. I thought, thank God I didn't have to be at work again until three-thirty in the afternoon. Sheri was sound asleep by the time I slipped between the sheets and faded into dreamland.
It seemed as if I had just closed my eyes before something was nudging me in the ribs. I opened one eye and could see it was still dark out. I heard Sheri mumble something but I couldn't understand her because of some damn buzzing noise...oh no! As the fog in my head started to clear I identified the noise—please, not tonight.
"Dylan, will you please turn that damn thing off."
I reached over to the nightstand and hit the button on the pager before looking at the display. "Call off." Shit.
The graveyard shift at the paper consisted of two people, Mike, in the newsroom, and the night watchman. They would sit and BS with each other all night unless the phone rang. Then it was Mike's job to look on the list and see who was on call.
I went out to the kitchen so I wouldn't bother Sheri any more than I had to. "Mike, I've had all of an hour's sleep."
"Sorry, Dylan, but there's a three alarm at a warehouse only a couple miles from you."
"Fuck," I grumbled. "Okay, give me the address."
Before leaving I went back into the bedroom to let Sheri know I had to go but she had gone back to sleep already, so I wrote her a quick note and left it on my pillow. I took off at a trot across the parking lot and was a few feet from my car when I saw it, a flat tire. "Damn, what next?" I mumbled. Well, I wasn't about to take the time to fix it so I ran back inside and grabbed the keys to Sheri's car.
I knew exactly where the fire was from the address so I put my foot to the floor and was doing about seventy-five when I saw flashing lights in my rear view mirror. By now I was getting down-right aggravated. We all had signs saying, "Press," in the rear window of our cars. Rarely did the cops bother us when they knew there was a fire or bad accident—especially at three in the morning. Then I remembered I was in my wife's car...shit.
Just about the time I was wondering what else could possibly go wrong, the officer walked up to my window...a rookie! I knew almost every veteran cop in a fifty mile radius, but I'd never seen this guy before. What was worse is that he hadn't been on the job long enough to know about extending courtesy to the press.
"License and registration, please." He barely looked twenty-one.
I pulled my license from my wallet then reached over to grab the registration from the glove compartment. As soon as the door dropped open, a couple dozen envelopes and some tri-folded papers fell to the floor. I was surprised because Sheri was usually a very neat person. The rest of the car was spotless.
I poked around and found the registration and handed it to the officer along with my press pass.
"What's this?"
"I'm a press photographer, officer. I'm sorry for speeding but I'm on my way to the factory fire on Euclid."
He stared at the ID like he had no idea what to do. "Please wait in the car, sir," he said as he walked back to his squad. I assumed he was radioing his sergeant. It took him only a couple of minutes before he was back at my window. "Okay, Mr. McHenry, you can go," he said, handing me back everything I'd given him.
I didn't take time to put it back in my wallet. "Thanks officer," I said, tossing everything on the passenger seat.
The fire was raging when I got there and had progressed to a five alarm. There were several cops holding people a good distance back. "Be careful, that stuffs poisonous," I heard one say as I ran passed him.
I had grabbed three rolls of film before leaving the apartment and was glad I did. I had a fresh roll in the camera already and shot every frame of the four rolls. I was starting to feel a burning in my eyes and throat and figured it was about time to back up some. I spotted Randy Crowl, one of the fire chiefs. He was taking a break well away from the flames.
"I hope no one's inside."
"We have one person missing," he told me, "the night watchman. Between the smoke and gas, if he's in there, he's a goner."
"Jesus, you got a name?"
"No, not yet. It'll be morning before we can get in there for a search, but if he'd gotten out, I'm pretty sure we'd know by now."
"Damn, I'm sorry to hear that. I've got to take off. You and your men be careful, Randy."
I could see a glimmer of light on the horizon as I parked the car in front of the Star building. I developed the four rolls of film then went upstairs for a cup of machine coffee while they were drying. Mike saw me walk past the newsroom.
"Was it bad?"
"Yeah, they don't think the night watchman got out," I told him while taking a sip of battery acid. "I got to get back down there. I've got a ton of work and I'd really like to get home sometime today."
I ran each and every shot through the printer and selected fifteen great shots by the time I was done. I was just laying them on Clint's desk when he walked in.
"Are those from that warehouse fire?"
"Yeah, there's fifteen shots with idents. I think there was one fatality, the night watchman."
"Yeah, I heard," he replied.
"I'm going home, Clint. I'll see you at three-thirty."
He picked up the pictures and started going through them. "Get some sleep, and thanks, Dylan, this is good work."
When I was on the job like that, it didn't make any difference how much sleep I had or didn't have. My adrenaline was pumping and I was focused on what had to be done, but once it was over, it was like a runner hitting the wall; I was drained by the time I pulled into our parking lot. I almost forgot about all the papers lying on the floor.
As tired as I was, I really didn't want to leave a mess in my wife's car so I started to gather everything up. I couldn't help but notice that the writing on the face of the envelops looked masculine. They were addressed to my wife except that we got our mail at the apartment. We didn't even have a post office box; at least I didn't think we did. It appeared Sheri refolded most of the letters and stuffed them back into the envelops, but a few were loose.
I could feel myself getting tense and I thought about jamming everything back into the glove box without looking, but there was no way. The return address said they were from a Carl Landow at Tri-State Distributors in Saint Louis. The name was vaguely familiar but I couldn't place it. I knew if I didn't at least read one, I would wonder about them for eternity and it was possible they were completely innocent. Unfortunately, as I started to unfold one of the letters and saw the salutation, I knew innocence was not going to be the prevailing theme.
Hey Gorgeous,
How's the sexiest creature on earth? Good news, I have another trip to Chicago coming up in ten days. I'll be in town for a whole week so I'm hoping we can get together more than once this time. I can't wait to slip my dick into that tight little pussy of yours again.
I will let you know as soon as they book my hotel. It'll be the week of the fifteenth so write me back and let me know what shift camera boy will be on so we can make plans.
Can't wait,
You're magic tongue lover,
Carl
By the time I finished reading, my heart screamed with pain. The letter wasn't dated so I looked through the empty envelops for post marks. Only one was dated the previous week but I had no idea if they went together. While wondering if their meeting had taken place yet or not, I realized it didn't matter. From what I had just read, our marriage was already toast.
I reached over and pulled a tissue from the box of Kleenex Sheri always kept in her car, dried my eyes, and just sat there...thinking. No, that's the wrong word. Thinking refers to rational thought. There was nothing rational about the chaos my brain was going through while trying to process what I had just read.
A small noise disturbed my solitude and I realized it was a tear that had dripped down and fell to the paper I still held in my hand. I reached up with my already moist tissue and dried more sorrow from my eyes.
I didn't really want to read any more but I had to know the whole story, or at least half of it. I, of course, didn't have the letters she wrote back to him. With that realization, I felt a glimmer of hope. Maybe subsequent letters will reveal this was nothing more than a fantasy of this guy, Carl, whoever he was.
I looked through the envelopes and found the earliest postmark, going back almost a year. I was surprised to see it had our regular address. The letter inside, explained how he ran into Trudy, one of Sheri's best friends. They started talking about their high school days and Sheri's name came up. He requested her address and Trudy gave it to him.
He went on to explain he was in sales. His territory included the Chicago area and he came to town six or seven times a year.
It was coming back to me. There was a Carl Landow on the football team in high school, but he was a couple years ahead of Sheri and me. I thought back and remembered she made the varsity cheer leading squad in her sophomore year. We didn't start going together until our senior year so it was possible she dated him. Maybe they had sex in high school; but that would mean she lied to me. She told me I was her first. Still—I could certainly accept a lie before I could bear the thought of them having sex after we'd been married.
With that small ray of hope, I dug through the pile of envelopes until I found the next oldest postmark. Again, it was addressed with our apartment number. I removed the letter inside and started reading. It pretty much confirmed my suspicions, they had dated in school, and although he never came out and said it, there were enough sexual innuendoes to convince me I was right about them having sex as well. That's when the anger started.
I still wasn't sure what the S.O.B. was talking about in the first letter I read; was he reminiscing, fantasizing, or talking about a recent event. I'd have to read more letters to find that out, but there was no doubt that Sheri lied to me about being a virgin. Shit, I was eighteen at the time and about as naïve as they come. I had heard there was blood involved with a girl's first time but was too embarrassed to ask why there wasn't any after we had done it. She yelled and screamed like it hurt, which is what I was expecting so I didn't give the lack of blood that much thought. I now know she was faking the pain.
Learning this was changing my attitude about reading more letters. I was no longer reluctant as I dug through the envelopes to find the next one in line. She must have told him who she married in her return letter because this was the first time he used the term, "camera boy."
He didn't say anything derogatory about me but the nickname was obviously condescending. The rest of the letter went on with him bragging about how important he was to the company he worked for. According to him, he had the largest territory and brought more money into the company than the next three salesmen combined. I really wished I could see Sheri's responses because I couldn't believe she would fall for his BS.
The next envelope, however, proved me wrong. It was the first one address to the P.O. Box. Obviously, she wanted to keep corresponding, but felt she had to hide it from me. That told me she knew damn well what she was doing was wrong. The letter inside was also the first one that referred to her as "gorgeous," in the salutation and thanked her for the picture. I wondered which one she sent. I had taken a couple of tasteful nudes of her on our last vacation. They didn't really show much but you could tell she was naked. Could she have sent him one of them?
Damn, now my brain was starting to make accusations based on pure speculation. I couldn't allow that. I didn't want to make things any worse than they were, at least not until I had read the rest of the letters.
In the next one he told her he was coming to Chicago. The one after that was the most flattering to date. He told her the picture she sent didn't do her justice and how much he enjoyed her company over lunch.
The following letter was more flattery, but the one after that talked about what a great time he had over dinner and that he'd almost forgotten what it felt like to hold her in his arms. Sheri loved to dance. I was hoping that's what he was talking about.
By the time I read that letter, anger was taking over the emotional roller coaster I was on. Since he hadn't requested a picture, it was obvious that it was her idea to send him one. On top of that she'd been out with the jerk twice while I was working. I didn't want to admit it to myself, but his eagerness to slip his dick into Sheri's pussy again was looking more and more like a current encounter.
Again, my courage was waning. The more I read the more reluctant I became to read anymore, but I had to know the truth. Over the next few months they'd gotten together three more times. He had been in Chicago more often, but evidently his schedule and mine just didn't coincide on every occasion.
I only had six or seven more letters to read and a little voice inside my head was telling me to stop there. I almost wish I had listened to it but I couldn't, I had to know the whole story. I opened the next letter with a sense of dread. Sure enough, it was the one I'd feared. It was postmarked five months earlier. He'd gone into detail about the softness of her lips, the taste of her nectar, the intense response he got from sucking on her nipples and the tightness of her pussy—all things I was acutely aware of myself.
That was it. I stopped reading after that. There was simply no point in going on. I looked at my watch. Jesus, it was almost ten. I knew Sheri had been up for a while. I wondered if she called the paper and found out I'd left a couple hours earlier. She might be in the apartment worrying about me, but somehow I just couldn't muster any concern whether she was or she wasn't.
As much as I hated the thought, I had to go in there and confront her but before I did that I wanted to make copies of the letters. The nearest place with a copy machine was the post office. While I was there, I found her box number and looked in the little window. The envelope inside told me the affair was still going on; of course it wouldn't make any difference even if it had ended. I made two sets of copies. If the asshole had a wife, she would get one set. The other was for my folks. They loved Sheri almost as much as I did. Without seeing those letters they would hound me to my grave about staying in the marriage.
I gathered everything up and headed for home. I stuck the copies in my own glove compartment and locked it before going inside with the originals. She was on the couch watching TV.
"Honey, oh my God, you must be dead on your feet. I don't know how you're going to get through the night. Can I fix you something to eat or are you going straight to bed?"
I said nothing. I knew there'd be fresh coffee so I made a bee line for the kitchen, tossing the evidence of her affair on the coffee table in front of her as I passed. I thought I heard a distressed gasp as I felt the pot to see if it was still hot...hot enough. I poured myself a cup and heard her crying as I walked back into the living room. She looked up at me with a tear streaked face.
"I...I'm so sorry," she cried. Her eyes were already red and puffy. The hand that held one of the letters trembled and her body language looked like she wanted to fly into my arms and beg for forgiveness, but was afraid.
Seeing the love of my life in so much pain did nothing to ease my own, but I was determined to stay stoic, even as my own tears built up behind the mask. "You don't have a job so there's no way you can afford to live here on your own. I...I don't know, I'm sure your folks will let you live with them for a while, or...or I suppose you can move in with Landow."
Sheri's face contorted with anguish. Her hand convulsively tightened around the paper she held, crinkling it into a ball. "Nooo, no, no, no," she moaned. "Please, Dylan, no. I'm sorry, I'm so very sorry. I promise never, I'll never do it again, I swear, please."



Her mournful cries penetrated my already breaking heart but I knew I'd never trust her again. "Sheri, you even lied to me about being a virgin. How..."
"Dylan, by the time we had sex I already knew you were my guy. I didn't want you to think I was some slut. I'm sorry I lied but I didn't want to take the chance of losing you."
"Then why, Sheri? I mean—am I really that bad in bed?"
"No, no—Jesus, no, you're not bad in bed. You're terrific in bed. I...I don't know why I did it. I was just scared."
"Scared...of what?"
"I don't...everything! Dylan, when we got married, everyone told us we were too young, your parents, my parents, friends. You have your job. You're out there meeting new people every day while I sit at home watching game shows on TV. I guess I was afraid of melting away--fading so far into the background that no one would ever see me again."
"So you go fuck an old boyfriend? That's your idea of not fading into the background?"
"Yes! No! Oh, I don't know," she cried. "I was so popular in high school. I guess I needed to feel like that again. Please understand, Dylan, please. I didn't mean to hurt you. I do love you, and believe me, you have no problems in the bedroom. I could never feel as close to anyone as I do you when you're making love to me."
Her impassioned plea only brought me down further into the depths of despair. Silently, I prayed for God to somehow make this all go away, but of course I knew that wouldn't happen. I watched the hope in her eyes evaporate as I slowly shook my head.
"I'd go to work every day wondering if you were out somewhere screwing another guy, Sheri. Every time we'd make love from now on, I'd wonder if somebody else was in there ahead of me. I can't live like that."
Sheri let out an almost inhuman sounding moan as she dropped her face in both hands and started bawling hysterically. As young as we were, I was afraid she was going to have a stroke. I sat down next to her and took her in my arms. Immediately, she grabbed me and pressed her face into my chest as she sobbed. We sat like that for a while, until she ran out of tears. Even then, she didn't move. I was beginning to wonder if she cried herself to sleep, then I felt her stir.
I reached up and stroked her hair. "Are you all right?"
"No, I don't want to lose you, Dylan."
While we had been sitting there, I was thinking. There was no doubt in my mind that we were over, but maybe she needed more time to come to terms with it. It probably wouldn't hurt me to take some time to get used to the transition as well.
"Look, at the very least, I think we need some time apart." I glanced at my watch. "I've got three hours before I have to leave for work. Let's call your parents and ask them to come over and take you back with them. Spend a couple weeks there."
"Does...does that mean we still have a chance?"
I took a breath and let it out with a small sigh. "I'm not making any promises, Sheri. We've been married all of two years and you've been cheating on me for almost half that time. I don't think you'll ever know how devastated I am right now, but a couple weeks will at least give me some time to think."
"Wh...what'll I say?"
"Just tell them we're going through a rough patch right now, that's all. You don't have to go into detail. Just say we need a little time apart. They're not going to turn you down."
"Okay, but I can drive myself."
That reminded me of my flat. I'd forgotten all about it. "I don't think you should drive, Sheri. I'll drive your car over there tomorrow morning and take a cab home. I have your spare set of keys. My car's got a flat. That's why I took yours in the first place. Why not call them now while I change into some old clothes to change that tire."
By the time I came back in from fixing the flat, Sheri was packing. "I called. They'll be here in a few minutes. You need a shower."
"I know; I'm going to jump in there right now." The hot water felt good, soothing. It also helped invigorate me a little.
When I stepped out of the master shower, I saw Sheri must have shut the bedroom door to give me my privacy but I could still hear voices. I got dressed and could feel the stress in the air as I entered the kitchen. Sheri immediately wiped some fresh tears from her eyes when she saw me.
"You won't fall asleep at the wheel tonight, will you?" She whimpered.
"No, I'll be fine," I replied as I greeted her parents with a nod of my head, "Mom, Dad."
Sheri's mom looked like she had shed a few tears herself. She didn't say anything but her dad spoke.
"I'm sorry to hear you two are having problems, son. I hope this little sabbatical idea works, I'd hate to see you guys break up."
"Me too, Dad." She obviously hadn't told them the reason we were separating. That was okay with me, as long as she didn't try to make me out to be the bad guy.
Not much else was said. I helped Sheri put her bag in her dad's car. Her folks got in the front seat and gave us a moment. Again, tears broke loose and dripped down my wife's beautiful cheeks. I reached up and wiped them away with a light touch. She threw her arms around me and whispered in my ear that she was so sorry. That made two of us.
I gave her a small, forced smile and told her I loved her. It was true. As much as she hurt me, I couldn't just turn that love off. We kissed before I helped her into the back seat then walked out to the sidewalk where I could watch them drive away. Sheri turned to look out the back window and threw me a kiss. I smiled through my grief and waved. It felt as if they were driving off with my soul. I finally went back inside the apartment and broke down.
Over the next several days the only thing that held me together was the job. As long as I had a camera in my hand I was fine. The rest of the time was torture. At the start of each day it felt as if someone covered me with a cold, wet blanket. I'd get up, stumble into the kitchen to make coffee, then sit at the table staring at the walls and listening to them echo my loneliness.
I had yet talked to my own folks so I called and asked if I could come over for dinner that Sunday. Although I didn't give her any details over the phone, mom sounded very concerned when I told her it would be just me.
Dad wasted no time. As soon as we dispensed with the hugs and kisses, he spoke right up. "What's going on, Dylan? Why isn't Sheri with you?"
Like him, I didn't mince words. "I found out she's been having an affair with an old high school boyfriend, Dad. Right now she's staying with her folks." I thought mom was going to have a heart attack and I could see the doubt in my dad's face. I knew he would have a hard time believing me. I still had the copies in my glove box if I needed them. Luckily, I didn't. It would have pissed me off if I would have had to prove myself to my own parents.
I told them everything that happened while we ate, then relaxed in the living room where we talked about other things. I felt a little better by the time I left, but it didn't last that long. The emptiness of my apartment emphasized the split between reality and the life I was supposed to live with my partner, facing what life threw at us as a team.
It was still early but I found no reason to stay up. At least sleep nulled the loneliness that coursed through my veins. When I awoke at six-thirty the following morning, it occurred to me that I had nothing to do until I had to be at work at two-thirty, so I stayed in bed until I absolutely had to get up. I know a lot of guys who drink to forget, but I'm not much of a drinker. I found sleep was a better pain reliever for me. Over the next couple of days I did a lot of it. Work and sleep, work and sleep, it wasn't much of life, but I was surviving.
Marge, our switchboard operator, worked from nine to five. Before leaving for the day she'd set the board up so the phone would ring directly into the city desk. I had walked into the photography office a little after eight and was getting ready to develop my film from the day when the phone rang. It had to be Dale, the night shift city editor. I figured I was about to be sent out again.
"This is Al," I sighed.
"Relax," he said. He must have heard my sigh. "Somebody called for you about an hour ago. He said his name was Steve and he wanted you to call him back when you came in. He gave me a number, you ready?"
"Hold on a second, Dale." I grabbed the pen from my sport coat. "Okay, shoot."
"Five, five, five, eight three one nine."
"Got it, Dale, thanks." I figured it had to be Steve Richardson. He and his wife, Bonnie, were friends of ours. Bonnie was on the cheer leading squad with Sheri in high school. She met Steve a year or so after graduation. Sheri was a bride's maid at their wedding. I really didn't want to hang around the paper any later than I had to so I developed my film first then made the call as it was drying.
"Hello."
"Hi, Steve, it's Dylan. I just got back to the office and they told me you called."
"Yeah, ah, I know this is none of my business but is something going on between you and Sheri?"
"Why do you ask, Steve?"
"Well, Bonnie was in the shower when I got home from work. She only showers that late if we have something planned for the evening. At first I thought I forgot about some engagement we had, but she told me Sheri called earlier in the day and wanted to go out tonight, just the two of them. When we go out together it's usually the four of us. I'm wondering what gives."
I wasn't about to give him details but I too had questions. "Sheri and I are going through some rough times right now. She went to stay with her parents for a while."
"Jeez, I'm sorry to hear that, Dylan. I hope it's nothing real serious."
"Did Sheri come to pick Bonnie up?"
"Yeah, but she didn't stay; just long enough for Bonnie to grab her purse and they were gone."
"How was she dressed?"
"Ah, nicely...like she always is when we go out, you know, skirt and blouse, nothing real fancy."
At least he didn't say she was dressed to kill...or fuck. "Do you know where they went?"
"No. Bonnie said they were just going out for a couple drinks and to talk. If they're both going to be drinking I doubt they'll go too far. My guess would be Plato's or maybe Styer's Lounge. You want me to call Bonnie and check?"
"No, don't do that. I haven't seen Sheri for about a week and I just wondered."
"Okay, old buddy. I just thought I'd see if there was something going on I should know about, but if you're not worried, I'm not worried."
I thanked him for his concern before we said our goodbyes then I went back to printing my shots from the day. I pretty much blocked Steve's call from my mind until driving home. I've heard people say not knowing is sometimes worse than knowing. Boy is that true. My mind was conjuring up all kinds evil thoughts. Of course I already knew about Landow so it really shouldn't have made any difference, my marriage was already over, but I couldn't help it.
I didn't hear from Steve for a couple of days but that Saturday I got another call.
"Damn, Dylan, do you ever get a day off?"
"Now and then," I chuckled. "I'm off tomorrow."
"Good, then you can have a beer at Plato's with me tonight after you get off."
"That won't be until about ten-thirty there, old buddy. I won't make it to Plato's till eleven or so."
"That's okay. We won't stay long. I just thought it'd be nice to have a quick one with you."
"Okay, sure. I'll meet you there. If I'm not there by eleven fifteen you know I got called out for something."
We both hung up. It didn't take Sherlock Holmes to know he had something to tell me about Sheri. I actually got there a little before eleven and saw Steve warming one side of a booth in the corner. He waved at me when I walked in. We got a little small talk out of the way while I waited for my beer. He got to the real subject of our meeting just as I finished the first sip.
"I, ah...I didn't get a chance to talk to Bonnie until last night. I asked if she and Sheri had fun the other night. She's a little worried. They didn't come here or go to Styer's, they went to Huntley's. They have a live band on Wednesdays and she told Bonnie she wanted to kick up her heels a little. Bonnie said she danced with every guy who asked her and even kissed one of them.
"I'm not trying to make trouble or interfere with your marriage, Dylan, but if it was me, I'd want to know what was going on."
"I understand, Steve, and I appreciate it," I replied. "I'll be honest with you, and please don't go around repeating it, but our marriage is over. I sent Sheri to her folks to give her some time to come to terms with it, but it sounds like she's already done that."
"Oh, man," he commented with a slight gasp. "God, I'm so sorry to hear that. I really thought you two were forever."
"Yeah, me too. Both of our parents told us we were too young, I guess they were right after all."
"That's the same thing Sheri said. She told Bonnie you guys were having trouble and she went to stay with her parents for a couple weeks. She said her dad told her she should ask for a six month legal separation so she can experience life a little before you guys got back together."
I had to snicker at that.
"Yeah, that's exactly what I thought. I told Bonnie there was no way you'd take her back if she started dating other guys."
"There's already no going back, Steve. As much as I love her, I can no longer trust her."
"Just because she kissed some guy?" Steve asked in Sheri's defense. "Dylan..."
"No, that has nothing to with it," I said, cutting him off. "I don't really want to go into it, but she's done a lot more than kissed a guy."
Steve just sat there, looking at me. I'm sure he put two and two together but he didn't press me anymore. Instead he tried to lighten the conversation. "How about them Cubs, huh?" He forced a smile.
I played along. "Yup, should clinch the series with no problem," I joked. Hell, the Cubs hadn't even won a pennant in seventeen or eighteen years.
We sat and talked about anything and everything for another half an hour, but Sheri's name didn't come up again.
The next day I awoke even more depressed than ever. I made a pot of coffee then sat at the kitchen table, just thinking. It had been the worst week and a half of my entire life and I had no idea what to do about it. I sure couldn't go on like I was. My marriage was over. It was inevitable, but I was stalling. I kept thinking about all the good times we had and the plans we made. We were supposed to live our lives together. Ending my marriage felt like I was ending my life.
I poured myself a second cup of coffee then walked to the picture window in the living room. There were a couple birds singing in the trees. I could see a squirrel scampering around across the street. Life around me seemed to be unchanged. Why then did I feel so terribly empty inside?
I took a deep breath through my nose and let it out with long sigh. I knew what I had to do. I was planning to wait a little longer, but from what Steve told me, there was no need anymore.
I took a shower and got dressed. On the way over to my in-law's I stopped off for breakfast. I took the time to convince myself once and for all that I was doing the right thing.
I saw their car in the drive but had to knock twice. I was beginning to think they weren't going to come to the door when Sheri opened it and stepped outside.
"Hi, honey," she said with a sheepish smile. She looked like she was trying to decide on whether to kiss me and finally chose to take a pass. She invited me to take a seat in one of the two chairs on the front porch. She sat in the other one.
"Obviously, you folks don't want me in the house?"
"No, it's not that. You know my dad. He's more adamant than ever about insisting we're too young to be married. You've heard it all before and I didn't think you were interested in hearing it again, that's all."
She was right. "How come he's on that kick again? He was nice enough at the apartment when they came to pick you up."
"I don't know. My dad never misses an opportunity to say, I told you so."
She was right about that too.
As much talking to myself as I had done, I never really rehearsed what I was going to say when the time came. I wasn't going to start out by tattling on Steve and Bonnie. I guessed the best way was to just come out and say it. I was about to open my mouth when Sheri started talking.
"Dylan, I was pretty emotional last week and I'm not sure I told you how sorry I am. I still don't understand exactly why I did it. I really think I was just trying to capture that feeling of being so popular again."
She looked down at her feet then back up at me with a worried face. "Honey, I...ah...I know you're going to need more time so I thought, why don't I stay here for a few months. My dad suggested we get a formal six month separation, but I don't know if that's really necessary, what do you think, honey?"
Well, that pretty much told me where her mind was. For all she knew I was coming over to ask her to come back home but she didn't even wait to find out. "Sheri, I have the day off tomorrow so I'm going to look around for a divorce lawyer."
I could see from her expression she wasn't expecting that. I really didn't understand her surprise.
"Sheri, you cheated on me multiple times over months. I really can't believe there's any kind of future for us after that," I said while standing up. I'd said what I came to say. I didn't see any reason to stick around longer, debating the subject. I started toward the steps.
"Wait, Dylan, wait. I said I was sorry. Look, I...I don't have to stay here. I'll come home with you. We can settle this, I know we can."
I stopped and looked back at her. "Sheri, six months or six years, I'm never going to forget that you had an affair and I'd never trust you again. I'd never feel comfortable leaving you alone again. No, it's over. You have no idea how badly you've hurt me, do you?"
I saw tears in her eyes again, but somehow I had the idea this was going to be a lot harder on me than on her. She started crying and ran into the house as I drove away.
The next day I found a lawyer from the yellow pages and got an appointment for that Wednesday morning. I was on the late night shift so I had plenty of time. I sat in his office while he explained the ins and outs of getting a divorce. Since we'd only been married a couple of years he doubted the judge would hit me up for any alimony, especially since she could live with her parents. He told me he would draw up the papers and have them ready for me to sign by Friday. His retainer took every cent I had in the bank. I sure hoped he had some kind of a payment plan for the rest.
By the time the papers were ready on Friday, I was already at work. I was on days the following week and would have no time to stop into his office so he sent them to me with instructions for me to sign where he had red exes and Sheri to sign on the blue. I wasn't looking forward to going over there again, but it would cost another hundred bucks to have them delivered and I was broke.
I called ahead and spoke to her dad. I told him what I had and asked when I could come over. He said to make it after dinner. I expected Sheri to there but he was alone. He invited me to sit down at the kitchen table and gave me a cup of coffee.
"Can I see then?"
"Sure," I replied, sliding the envelope to him. "They're pretty straight forward. We don't really have anything except the two cars and I'm giving her the one she drives."
I sipped my coffee while he studied the paperwork. After a couple of minutes he put it down. "I have no idea what started all this, but don't you think you're rushing into this, son? Sheri doesn't want a divorce. She just wants a little time to herself."



I wasn't sure what to do. I didn't particularly like my father in law but I didn't want to hurt him; neither did I want him to think I was being unreasonable. I wasn't going to say anything to anyone but I really did want him to know the truth.
"Dad, do you remember a kid in high school by the name of Carl Landow?"
"Uh, vaguely; if I remember right, he and Sheri dated briefly. What does he have to do with this?"
There was no sense beating around the bush. "He and Sheri have been having an affair."
I didn't get quite the reaction I thought I would but I could see the shock in his eyes. "No way! She wouldn't do that," he flatly stated.
"It's true, Dad. They've been writing back and forth to each other for almost a year. She kept all his letters in her glove compartment. I discovered them when I was called out one night and had to take her car."
"Okay, I'll admit, they shouldn't have been writing to each other, but..."
I knew what he was going to say. "I read them, Dad. On three separate occasions they were shacked up in his motel room while I was at work."
Dad lowered his head and sighed. "I'm sorry, Dylan. I didn't know that."
"I didn't want you to think I was being a jackass or I wouldn't have told you."
He nodded but still couldn't look me in the eye. "Leave these here," he said, laying his hand on the paperwork. "I'll make sure she signs them for you."
I thanked him as I stood and he followed me to the front door. We shook hands.
"I don't suppose there's any way you'd ever forgive her?"
"Dad, the distrust and suspicions would tear us apart anyway and we'd probably end up hating each other. I think this is best all around."
I didn't even bother turning the lights on when I got back to the apartment. Somehow, the thought of illuminating my world seemed offensive. The darkness was much more welcoming to my mood.
Using only the moonlight coming through the window, I navigated my way to the fridge and retrieved a lonely bottle of beer. I scrounged around in dark, feeling for the opener and pried off the cap before seeking refuge in my favorite chair. I wasn't much of a drinker and certainly one beer wasn't enough to make me forget, but I thought it might make it easier for me to sleep.
It was only a little after nine, but what the hell, there was no reason to stay up. Sleep, I found, was the only true relief from sadness.
I couldn't tell you what they were, but I know I had three or four bad dreams that night. The last one woke me up. I took the opportunity to take a leak then went back and sat on the edge of the bed. I felt so empty, so hopeless, so void of life.
As my eyes adjusted to the predawn light they seemed to be drawn to the knurled grip of my Beretta sticking out from the holster on the nightstand. A small voice hidden deep inside my soul told me to remove it from its sheath. I hefted it a couple times in my hand. It felt good. It was a little lighter and a little thinner than most three-eighties so it fit my hand perfectly. I could put eight rounds in the black of a twenty-five foot pistol target and never cut white paper.
Unconsciously, my thumb reached around and pushed the safety lever over revealing the small red dot that told me the weapon was operational. I closed my eyes and suddenly felt light as a feather, almost as though I was floating. I could hear the click of the hammer as it snapped into the cocked position. When I opened my eyes again, I was looking down the barrel. Just a four pound trigger pull stood between me and eternal peace. My hand slowly started to squeeze.
"You know your parents are going to blame themselves." This voice was much louder than the other. This one was coming from the frontal lobe of my brain and sounded angry. "Are you really willing to saddle your folks, not to mention Sheri, with a life-time of guilt? What about that asshole, Landow, you going to let him get away with ruining your life?"
I had been so wrapped up in my own misery I'd almost forgotten about Landow. Yeah, I'm not sure how yet, but there's got to be some way to fuck up that asshole's life like he did mine. My thumb eased off the trigger and I returned my Beretta to its holster.
I stretched back out on the bed and propped up my pillows. I felt a little better focusing my thoughts on Landow, at least it gave me something to live for. I was hoping he was married. Then I could destroy his marriage like he did mine, but I had no idea how to get the information, Jerry would though. Jerry Spencer was our investigative reporter. He knew how to do all that stuff.
I went in to work a little early. Jerry was one of the few reporters who had his own office, which is where I hoped he'd be. He was busy pounding away on his typewriter when I knocked on his door.
"Come on in, Dylan. To what do I owe the pleasure?"
"Hi, Jerry. I need your expertise. How would I find out if someone is married, and if so, how would I get his home address?"
He looked up and gave me his full attention. "Well, you could try calling the operator and asking for information, but without his address I doubt she'd be able to help. Does this person live around here? I mean you can try looking him up in the phone book, then call the house during the day and see if a woman answers."
"No, he lives in Saint Louis, or at least around there. All I have is his name and work address."
"Is it a real common name?"
"No, I don't think so. His name is Carl Landow, but he spells it funny. Instead of an "a-u" at the end, he spells it with an "o-w."
"Yeah, I doubt there's a lot of Landows with that spelling. The branch of the Chicago Library on North California has phone books for all the major cities in the country. If they don't have Saint Louis, the main branch downtown will. If there's more than one Landow you'll just have to call until you find the right one."
"Thanks, man. I knew you were the one to ask."
The following day I got over to the library. I found the book I wanted and sat down to start looking for Landow. There were a bunch who spelled it the other way but only with that spelling. I took down the information but wouldn't have time to call till the following week.
When I finally had time during the day, I made the call. A woman answered so I introduced myself and asked if she was Carl's wife. When she answered yes, I went on to tell her the nature of my call. She didn't sound all that surprised over the phone. When I explained about the letters she asked if I still had them. I told her I had copies and she took me up on my offer to send them to her. That was music to my ears.
Later in day, between jobs, I stopped at a stationery store, bought a large manila envelope, filled it with the letters, and sent it along. God, I prayed she'd divorce his ass and take him for every penny he was worth.
The little bit of euphoria I got from that didn't last long, unfortunately. The very next night Sheri's dad stopped by the apartment with the signed divorce papers. This time it was me offering him coffee. I could tell he was distressed. He sat at the kitchen table and told me what was on his mind.
"Dylan, I can't tell you how sorry I am about all of this. When you two first told us you were going to get married, I was dead against it. You were simply too young. I still thought you were too young when you tied the knot, but you had a good job, and anyone could see how much you loved each other, so I gave you guys the benefit of the doubt. After that first year, I changed my mind. You guys seemed to be doing great and I told myself I was wrong. I pictured the two of you making each other happy for the rest of your lives. It turns out I was half right all along. Sheri is too young. I'm not sure if that's our fault or just the way she is, but she just hasn't matured yet.
"She does love you, Dylan. It's extremely obvious to me and her mother. We hear her sometimes crying in her room, but for some reason love doesn't seem to be enough. She still has this need to be the most popular kid in school.
"I told her she has to go out and find a job. I don't know, maybe that'll make her grow up some. I sure hope so," he said with a melancholy tone.
"Well," he said, standing up and getting ready to leave, "anyway—there's the paper work. Those teardrops are from Sheri as she was signing them. Maybe someday, after she grows up some, you guys will get back together."
He looked into my face but didn't see much hope in it. "I know," he said with a forced smile. "I'm just so sorry to see you guys break up. I don't blame you. I'd do the same thing under the circumstances, but it's just such a shame."
I walked him to the door. He turned and started to shake my hand but pulled me into an embrace instead. "You take care of yourself, my boy," he said while patting me on the back. "Don't be a stranger." With that he left me with tears in my eyes again.
Life after that was barely worth living as far as I was concerned. There were some high points here and there. I had some good times with my parents. Dad and I would go fishing now and them. It was something we'd done together since I was three or four. He was a great fisherman and taught me everything he knew. I always got along good with my folks but fishing was the one thing that made me feel closest to my dad.
Then there was the call I got from Carl Landow. It gave me great pleasure to hear his anger as he ranted and raved about the loss of his marriage. I pissed him off more when I giggled at his threats, then had one of my own. "Come on, shit head. You're more than welcome to come after me. I'll give you a third eye right between the other two, mother fucker." He hung up after that.
There were other things as well. I'd get a good assignment that I enjoyed shooting now and then, but other than that, my life was pretty miserable. I didn't feel like socializing, in fact I felt loneliest when I was with others. I spent a lot of time at home, in bed. I slept a lot and it was getting harder and harder to get up every day. It was like rising from the grave only to find you're still dead.
I found emotional pain was a lot worse than the physical kind. Its scars were invisible but very much and forever present. Days turned to weeks and weeks to months of a soulless existence.
It had been over a year since our divorce. It was too painful to keep in touch with Sheri's parents, but I heard through the grapevine that she strongly regretted our break up. Steve was the only friend with whom I still associated now and then. Over a beer, he told me she seemed to do a lot of growing up over the last year and asked him if he thought there was any chance she could get me back.
I was curious. "What'd you tell her?"
"I said I wasn't the one to ask, you were."
"Steve, as much as miss her, if she asks again, tell her no. I'm barely surviving now. I couldn't go through it again. It'd kill me for sure. I couldn't take the chance, Steve."
***
As I was driving into work, I was looking at all the barren trees. Fall was almost over. We'd be slipping and sliding on snowy roads before long. I hated to see that. The short, cold days just added to my overall melancholy outlook on life.
I exchanged the usual greetings on the way to pick up the day's assignments and was looking through them as I meandered along to the photography office. We usually averaged six to eight assignments a day, but I was only handed three. I saw why as I started to read the third one.
They were sending me to Evergreen Plaza, an indoor shopping mall. I'd heard of the one in Minnesota but had never seen it in person. A couple of the other photographers took picture as Evergreen was being built and said it was incredible. It was a forty-five minute drive one way, and Lyle wanted lots of shots for a full page Sunday spread. To make sure I had enough time, he blocked out four hours for the shoot.
I was instructed to stop at the security office when I got there. They'd give me some kind of pass that showed the store managers that I had permission to be taking pictures in the stores. The pass turned out to be an orange plastic card that I had to hang around my neck. It looked stupid but I guess it worked because I didn't get hassled by anyone, including security guards.
I had been there for a couple of hours, shot two rolls of thirty-six exposure film and was about half way through my third. When I finished that roll I was going to head out.
I was in the concourse, shooting down a row of stores. I was looking through the eyepiece and focusing when I felt something wrapping around my leg. I looked down and right into the terrified blue eyes of a little girl. She couldn't have been more than four or five years old. By the way she was clinging to my leg I knew she was in trouble. I assumed she had gotten separated from her mother and was lost. I looked down at her with a big friendly smile and was about to ask her name, when in a quivering, small voice, she told me her problem.
"Please, mister, a man is following me. He took me away from my grandma and wants to take me away. Please don't let him take me, mister, please."
Just then I heard another voice, a man's voice. "Come on, honey. Mommy's waiting for us. Leave the nice man alone and let's go."
I looked up and saw a middle aged male approaching us. The little girl hugged my leg even tighter and moved around to the other side of me for protection.
"Is this your little girl?" I asked.
He smiled. "Yeah, she's always running around, playing games."
"She's really cute. What's her name?"
"Ah, Mary," he answered, sounding a little unsure.
I looked down at her. She was shaking her head. "My name is Sabrina. He's not my daddy. I don't have a daddy."
That was good enough for me. I raised my camera and quickly focused on the guy's face before pressing the shutter release.
"Hey, what are you doing?"
"Taking pictures for your family album," I replied as I snapped off a second shot.
He put his hand up to block his face and made a beeline for the nearest exit. By that time, the little girl had a death grip on my leg. I smiled again and knelt to her level. "It's okay, Sabrina, he's gone. I won't let him bother you again."
She let go of my leg and threw her arms around my neck, pressing the side of her head into my chest. My heart just melted as I gently returned her hug.
"Okay," I said, not wanting to appear to be a pervert, myself. "You said you were with your grandma. Do you know what store you were in?"
She shook her head. "No," she answered, now with tears in her eyes. She was really tugging at my heart strings. I was wishing I could take her home with me, but of course that was out of the question.
"Don't cry, Sabrina. We'll find her. We won't leave here until we do, okay?"
Now she nodded her hear with a little more confidence.
"There is an office down here with a nice lady who will help us find your grandma. Will you go there with me?"
Again, she nodded as she reached for my hand. It was so tiny and delicate. She smiled up at me as we started for the security office. I had to remember to walk slowly so her little legs could keep up. When we got to the office I helped Sabrina into a chair then turned toward the woman sitting behind the desk. Her name was Amanda. She was the same person who gave me the ugly orange press pass.
"Amanda, we have a problem. This is Sabrina. She got separated from her grandmother and has no idea where she is."
Amanda looked relieved and almost gasped. "I can tell you exactly where she is. She's with two of our security guards, frantically searching for her granddaughter." She was already reaching for a walkie-talkie that was sitting on her desk. "Art, Art this is Amanda, come in."
I heard someone squawking back at her.
"She's here, Art. Tell her grandmother she's safe and sound in the security office and bring her back here, will you." She put the walkie-talkie down and directed her attention to Sabrina. "Honey, your grandma will be here in just a minute."
I don't think I'd ever seen a smile that big, certainly never as beautiful. "Thank you." You could tell the fear was gone and was replaced with excitement.
"Where did you find her?" Amanda asked.
"I didn't, she found me. She said some guy took her from her grandmother. I got a good picture of the guy. I'll print it out when I get back to the paper and give copies to the cops."
"Oh wonderful, could you send some copies to me as well. I'd like my security people to know him on sight," she asked while handing me her card. Just then we heard footsteps rapidly approaching and an elderly lady rushed in.
"Grandma!" Sabrina scooted off the chair and the two threw their arms around each other in an emotional scene of love and tears.
The two security guards stood by the door. It struck me that they didn't know who I was. For all they knew, I was the guy trying to kidnap Sabrina. I walked over and took the card from Amanda. "How many copies do you need?"
"Is it too much to ask for thirty? I'd like to give one to the stores as well."
"I'll send you fifty," I told her. I turned around to say goodbye to little Sabrina.
"Dylan!"
I looked up at the elderly lady who had just exuberantly shouted my name. She looked vaguely familiar but that happened a lot. Most people remembered the guy who took their picture for the paper, but for me, they were just another assignment.
"I'm Angela Cooper," she gushed. "You caught the guy who beat up my daughter."
I got instant recall. "I met you in the hospital room. How's your daughter doing?"
She glanced at Sabrina to see if she was listening. She was. Angela looked back at me and I could see she didn't want to talk in front of her granddaughter.
"Not good," she whispered with a wince. "It seems like every time we have a crisis of some kind, you're there to save us. Hey, how about coming by one night this week and letting me cook you dinner. Bring your wife."
Now it was my turn to wince. I never thought of Sheri while I was working and I wanted to keep it that way. "I'm not married," I replied. "I don't want to impose."
"Oh please, it's no imposition. I have to show my appreciation some way. I'd offer you a reward or something but I don't have any money. The least I can do is give you a home cooked meal."
"Please," we all heard coming from the peanut gallery.
I looked down into those big blue eyes. How could I possibly resist. "Okay, what night is good for you?"
We made arrangements for that Friday night and she asked me what kind of food I liked. I knew they didn't have a lot of money and I do like a good bowl of spaghetti and meatballs so that was my choice.
I don't know why, I'm certainly not a shy person, but I was nervous as I rang the doorbell. I had brought a bottle of wine with me. I didn't know if they drank wine or not but I didn't want to go empty handed so I brought a bottle of chardonnay.
When the door opened, there stood the tiny package of beauty that had captured my heart a few days earlier. "Hello, Mr. Mc...Mc..."
I could see she was embarrassed that she forgot my last name. "It's McHenry, Sabrina, but if you don't think your mom and grandma will mind, you can call me Dylan."
"No," she said, "I need to be respectful. Welcome to our home, Mr. McHenry. Please come in."
God, she was just the most polite and adorable little lady I'd ever seen. She guided me into the kitchen where her grandmother was setting the table. I offered the wine and she asked if I'd open it for her. We made a little small talk before she said anything about the mall incident.
I was wondering how she let some guy just walk up and take Sabrina. She told me he had an accomplice, a woman who distracted her. She pretended to bump into her and dropped her purse. A bunch of stuff spilled all over the floor. When Angela bent down to help her pick it up, the guy must have been right behind her. He had a doll that he used to lure Sabrina far enough away to take her hand. He told her he was taking her to her mother. When Sabrina started to resist, he squeezed her hand and jerked her along with him. When she finally broke free, she saw me. Sabrina told her it was the orange thing I had around my neck. She said I looked like somebody important. That's why she ran to me.



I'd seen some really terrible things while working for the newspaper, but it was hard to imagine that such evil actually existed.
By the time Angela finished her story, it occurred to me that I hadn't seen her daughter yet. I was beginning to wonder if she was out on a date or something. When Sabrina went into the living room for a little while, Angela explained in a quiet voice.
"Dylan, you asked before about my daughter, Maria. She's not doing well, I'm afraid. I'm really worried about her. She's scared to death of men."
I thought back. "She didn't seem to be afraid of me in the hospital, in fact she gave me a nice smile."
"I know, but since then she's regressed. She was only eighteen when she got pregnant. Her boyfriend was a good-for-nothing jerk. When she told him about the pregnancy, he beat her up pretty bad. We were afraid she was going to lose the baby for a while. She was already very gun-shy of men when that monster beat and raped her in the back yard. For a while I thought she'd be okay. Then the nightmares started. She sometimes wakes up while trying to fight off an attacker. She told me she can actually feel the blows in her sleep. As time passed she became more and more of a reclusive. It's gotten so bad she won't even leave the house anymore."
"I'm so sorry, Angela. Have you tried therapy," I asked.
"I can't get her to go, Dylan. I can't get her out of the house let-alone to a therapist. I...I hope you don't mind, but I remember that smile she gave you and I'm hoping she'll join us tonight. Maybe if she sees you again, she'll see all men aren't going to harm her."
"I don't mind at all," I told her. "I'm more than happy to do anything I can."
She had a nice smile too. I figured it must run in the family. "Have a seat, Dylan. I'm going to see if I can get her to have dinner with us." She walked down a short hallway and gently knocked on a closed door.
"Maria, Dylan is here. Come on out and have dinner with us, honey."
I heard a voice from behind the door but I couldn't catch what she was saying. I could guess though from Angel's response.
"Come on, Maria. You've got to eat."
Just then the little bundle of joy emerged from the living room. "Mommy, please come out. He's not bad, he's a nice man. He won't hurt you, I promise." When she didn't get a reply, Sabrina reached up, turned the doorknob, and walked in.
Angela came back to the kitchen, sadly shaking her head. "I'm sorry," she said.
Just then a small miracle happened. With a big smile stretched across her beautiful face, Sabrina led her mother into the kitchen by the hand. "Mr, ah...Mc...McHenry," she remembered with a smile. "This is my mommy."
Angela immediately pulled out a chair on the opposite side of the table for her. "Here, Maria, sit here. You remember Dylan, don't you? He came to see you at the hospital that time."
Maria had been looking down but raised her head slightly and gave me a nervous smile as she nodded. She was petite but due to the baggy clothes she wore, it was impossible to see her figure. Her raven black hair hung around her shoulders and she had the same striking blue eyes as her daughter; unfortunately, behind them I saw the same fear I saw in Sabrina's a few days before.
We were well into our dinner before she spoke. Her eyes darted in my direction then back down. "Dylan, I...I never did get a chance to thank you for what you did. I...I understand we have another reason to be grateful to you, too."
I gave her the broadest, friendliest smile I could. "No thanks is necessary, Maria. I'm just so glad I was there to help."
"He was really brave, mommy. He made the bad man run away," Sabrina offered.
I was still smiling. "He ran away because I took his picture. I sent copies to Amanda at the mall and to several police forces. Hopefully, they'll catch him before he tries it again."
It was the first time in a long while that I'd had a great time without my folks present. Sabrina had a lot to do with it. She was the most precious little girl I'd ever seen. Maria seemed to be loosening up a little bit, but she retired to her room and closed the door soon after putting Sabrina to bed. Angela was almost giddy at how much her daughter socialized. She told me Maria stayed in her room all day when they had to have a plumber come out earlier in the month. She wouldn't unlock her door or even eat anything until he'd left.
It was heartbreaking to hear and I wondered how it was affecting little Sabrina, seeing her mother like that. As I was leaving, I asked Angela if it would be okay if I came by and visited once in a while. Her strength surprised me as she wrapped her arms around me in a bear hub. She kissed me on the cheek and said I was welcome anytime, day or night.
I actually went to bed that night with a smile on my face, and thoughts of how to help Maria replaced my usual unpleasant thoughts of ending my life. When I got up the next morning, I felt like I had a purpose other than simply going to work. The first chance I got, I went to the library to learn as much as I could about Maria's condition and what I could do to help.
Of course I'm not a psychiatrist, they have a language all their own. After hours of reading I wasn't sure I knew any more than I did when I started. Ninety-five percent of what I had read went right over my head. The things that I did understand just seemed to be common sense: don't lose your patience, don't make fun of or undervalue a person's fears. For the patient those fears are very real. Don't try to force a person to face their fears. The person will let you know when they are ready, but it's a long, slow process. Hell, I had all the time in the world.
I had no idea if I could help at all, but I was going to try. They were a nice family who had been dealt a raw deal. I'm not sure why I felt so strongly about helping them but I did...if for no other reason than Sabrina; she deserved to have a mother with whom she could bond.
I started to wonder how I would begin. I couldn't very well just barge in and say, Maria, I'm going to help you get over your fear of men. That would probably scare her right back into her bedroom. The more I thought about it, the more I thought about Sabrina, she was the key.
I called ahead and told Angela I was coming with a present for Sabrina. I rang the bell and put the wrapped package behind my back. Angela opened the door and asked me inside. Almost before the door was closed, an excited little girl ran up and almost tacked me by throwing her arms around my legs.
"Hi, Mr. McHenry." She'd obviously been practicing my name.
I bent down and hugged her back with one arm, since the other held her present out of sight. I looked around but didn't see Maria. As we walked into the living room I got a glance at her bedroom door and saw it was closed. Angela had a carafe of coffee and cups on the table in front of the couch where she offered me a seat.
Little Sabrina was obviously starved for a man's attention. She hopped up and sat on the couch right next to me. "It's nice to see you again, Mr. McHenry," she said in a manner that befitted someone much older than her five years.
"Well, it's very nice to see you again, too," I replied. "I had to come back because last time I was here I forgot your birthday."
She giggled. "It's not my birthday, silly," she laughed, finally starting to act like a five-year old.
"But it was your birthday a while back, and I didn't bring you a present, so..." I let my words hang while I brought her gift out from behind my back. I didn't know how many presents she got on her birthday or Christmas, my guess was not many at all from the expression on her beautiful face.
I think the air split in two from her shriek. She leaned over and hugged me while thanking me several times. She finally looked over to her grandma and told her she was going to show her mother. Angela had a big smile on her face while she nodded her head. Sabrina jumped down and ran into her mother's room without even knocking.
"You didn't have to do that, Dylan. I hope it's nothing too extravagant," Angela said.
"Nah, it's just a doll. Believe me, it was my pleasure."
Just then Sabrina came running back into the living room with Maria trailing behind. She stood in the corner while her daughter came up and sat beside me again. "Mommy says I should unwrap this in front of you." With that she started tearing the paper off. Her mouth dropped open with a gasp when she saw the Barbie Doll looking back at her through the clear plastic cover.
I'd won several awards for my photography and had a bunch of shots picked up by news services who then disseminated them around the world, but I'd never experienced the kind of pride I did when I saw Sabrina's face light up with joy.
"Mommy, Mommy, look, it's Barbie!" She hopped down from the couch and ran to Maria whose eyes were now wide with surprise.
She looked over at me. "How did you know?"
Angela saw my befuddled expression. "She wanted one so bad for Christmas but we were so broke we just couldn't do it."
That put a smile on my face.
"Have you thanked Mr. McHenry yet?" Maria asked of her daughter.
"Yes, she did," I replied.
"Can I thank him again?" she asked Maria.
"Of course, honey." It was the first time I'd seen Maria smile.
Sabrina turned, ran up to me and literally jumped in my lap, throwing her arms around my neck. "Thank you, thank you, Mr. McHenry. Thank you so much."
"You're very welcome, Sabrina."
"Okay, honey; why don't you take Barbie in your room and play so grandma can visit with Mr. McHenry."
"Okay, Mommy," Sabrina replied. Quickly, she stretched up and kissed me on the cheek before jumping off my lap and running into her room.
"Would you like a cup of coffee?" offered Angela.
I was hoping Maria would sit and visit with us but it wasn't to be. As Angela poured the coffee, Marie thanked me again for her daughter's doll but retired back into her room afterward.
Angela and I had a nice visit. She was a very pleasant person, but she also had some hard times. Her husband died in a freak accident in the mills when Maria was only two. About a year later she met a man she fell for and thought was marrying material. Fortunately, or unfortunately, however you want to look at it, he showed his true self before they got hitched. They'd gotten into an argument about something and he hit her—a couple of times. Of course, Maria witnessed it. Angela had the sense to throw him out and tell him she never wanted to see him again. After that she just concentrated on bringing Maria up as well as she could.
Angela told me she never liked Maria's boyfriend. He had the same kind of air about him as the guy she almost married. She wasn't really surprised when he beat up Maria. Thank God, like her mother, she had enough sense to stay away from him after that. The beating, along with seeing Angela beaten when she was a little girl, left Maria with emotional scares, so when she was attacked again by the rapist, it triggered her intense fear of men.
Angela was worried about Sabrina. "Dylan, I won't be around forever. What's going to happen to that sweet little girl if something happens to me?"
"Angela, you look very healthy to me. Just take good care of yourself and Sabrina will be married with kids of her own before you leave us."
She smiled. "You're optimistic, I'll say that for you," she laughed.
Going home that night, I was more determined than ever to help Maria. Over the next few months I visited once or twice a week. I talked to my folks as well. Dad warned me about getting too involved but there was no such thing as far as I was concerned. He'd never met Sabrina.
On Christmas Eve, I showed up at the Cooper home with my arms full of presents. Most, of course were for Sabrina, but I also got several for Angela and Maria. As I left that night, Angela kissed me on the cheek again and thanked me for the best Christmas they'd ever had. Talk about feeling good, I'd almost forgotten about Sheri, entirely; not completely, of course. I did wonder how she was doing from time to time.
Christmas day, I had spent with my folks. I'd already had their Christmas present delivered; a brand new Zenith color TV. It was the first color set they'd ever had. I was so proud to be able to buy it for them. Hell, since the divorce, I had nothing else to spend my money on.
All through winter I'd kept up my weekly visits with the Cooper family. By spring I almost felt like part of the family myself, although Sabrina still insisted on calling me Mr. McHenry.
Maria had her good days and bad. Sometimes she would sit with Angela and me and even join the conversation once in a while. She always kept her distance from me though. Other times she wouldn't come out of her room again, although those days were getting fewer and fewer.
I'd gone back to the library several times, although all the books and psychological theories I was reading about really didn't seem like they were helping a whole lot. The one thing I kept coming away with was patience, every book talked about being patient and not trying to force anything, but after several months with very little progress, patience was becoming a challenge. If I could just get her to trust me, then maybe I could slowly introduce her to a couple of friends.
Some of the books I read talked about reliving comfortable times from the patient's childhood. I asked Angela if there was anything she could think of that might fit that bill. She told me she used to take Maria on picnics when she was young. She said they couldn't afford to go out to eat, but she'd make sandwiches for Sunday lunch, then they'd walk to the park, spread out a blanket, and eat under the trees. She said Maria really loved it. Unfortunately, the neighborhood had changed considerably since those days and that park wasn't a very nice place anymore.
I knew the perfect place; a beautiful little park along the Kankakee River. The paper had four women's fashion sections every year as a Sunday supplement, and we'd sometimes shoot them in the park. No one had ever bothered us, in fact, during a weekday there was hardly anyone around. Now the problem was how to get Maria there.
One of the things all those books agreed on was to not force anything. Originally, I thought of getting Sabrina so excited over the idea that she'd convince her mom to come with us, but after further consideration, I didn't think it was a good idea. If she couldn't get her mom to go she might develop some animosity towards her mother and that was the last thing I ever wanted. No, somehow I was going to have to convince her myself and there was nothing in any of those books that offered a clue on how to do it.
My dad was smart person. I talked with him about various problems in my life and he always had good advice, so I sat down with him one Sunday after dinner.
"Son, I agree, I would not use the little girl. I think that would be the worst thing you could do. Does this Maria know you're trying to help her?"
"Ah, no, not really. I've never said anything to her and I'm pretty sure Angela, her mother's never said anything."
"Okay. The problem is, you, me, most people at least try to think rationally. Her fear of men is not rational. I'm not saying it's not understandable with everything she's been through, but it's still not rational. It's my experience that you simply can't reason with an irrational person, but if you can gain their trust and confidence you can sometimes coax them."
I really didn't understand exactly what he saying. He could tell by the look on my face.
"First, how are you going to gain her trust if you don't ask for it to start with? I think you've probably laid the groundwork by going over there so much. Maybe now it's time to level with her. Tell her you'd like to help her and ask for her trust. Tell her you'd like to help her to get over her fear of men so she can interact with her mother and daughter, in public. If she accepts your help you'll have to be careful not to go too far too fast. Take baby steps."
It sounded like my dad knew more than all those books in the library. I thought about what he said that night when I got home. Leveling with her was easier said than done, though. I had no idea how to approach her. I decided to do it like dad would—straight on.
The next time I was over, Maria had come out of her room and was sitting across the kitchen table from me. She always sat in the same seat. It was closest to her room if she suddenly felt the need to retreat.
I saw the panic in her eyes when I asked Angela to leave us alone for a few minutes. "Please, Maria, don't be afraid. I know you're afraid of men and with what you've gone through, I don't blame you, but I would never hurt you."
"Ah," she nervously stammered. "I...I still think mom should be here." She looked as if she was getting ready to run.
"Maria, I want to help you, please let me try. I promise I would never do anything to hurt you. I will never make you do anything you don't want to do, but you have the sweetest, most beautiful little girl in the world who needs you. She needs you now and she's going to need you even more as she grows up.
"All I want to do is help you get over your fear. Please work with me. Let's do it together."
Well, at least she was still sitting in her seat. That look of fear was still there, though. She was quiet and just stared at a spot on the table. "I...I'm afraid," she finally said. "How are you going to fix it so I'm not afraid anymore?"
"I really don't know, Maria, but I do know that there are a lot of great people in this world and about half of them are men. I was thinking that maybe we could start by just getting you past your fear of me."
She raised her head and finally looked at me. "You're...you're o...okay, I guess. I know Mom and Sabrina like you a lot." And there it was again, a small and very nervous smile, but still a smile.
I was thankful for any miracle I could get, no matter how small, and returned her smile with an even bigger one of my own. My dad said level with her. I was about to do just that. "I've never told anyone this before, but meeting the three of you has turned my life around. A couple years ago I discovered my wife was cheating on me. The divorce was devastating. I became so depressed I could barely function. At home all I did was sleep. I even had thoughts of suicide, more than once.
"That all changed for me that day at the mall. Now when I wake up, I look forward to the day. I can even laugh again. You, your mother and daughter have shown me there's so much to enjoy in life. I would like to return the favor if you'll let me."
She looked startled that anyone would share something so personal with her. This time the smile was almost imperceptible, but it was there. "I...I don't know why I'm afraid of you. I—I don't really think you're going to hurt me. I just can't help it. I know that's silly."
"It's not silly, Maria. Some people are afraid of spiders, some are afraid of the dark. Everyone's afraid of something. The fears are very real. That's not silly at all. I used to be afraid of tomorrow."
"Why were you afraid of tomorrow?" She was starting to sound a little more confident in her speech. She wasn't quite as timid as she'd been.
"Because I knew tomorrow was going to be like today and yesterday, lonely—lonely and empty," I answered. "Sheri didn't take much with her when we split up. We'd only been married a couple of years so we didn't have very much. What she did take made me feel like life no longer had meaning."
"What...what was it, what'd she take?"
"My self-worth," I admitted. "I thought I'd lost it forever, but I found it again when a frightened little girl asked me to protect her." I'm not sure what I said, but whatever it was, it seemed to break the ice between us. Maria's nervous little smile suddenly spread across her whole face.



"You are a nice man," she said, assuredly. "I know I can trust you, but it still might take some time."
"That's okay, Maria. I'm not going anywhere and I won't force you to do anything you're not comfortable with.
"When you're ready, what I'd like to do is go on a picnic." I saw her immediately tense up. "When you're ready," I reiterated. "I know of a beautiful little park not too far from here. It's right near a river. We could spread a blanket out under a tree and listen to the ripples of the water as we eat."
"That does sound nice," she said. "Mom and I used to go on picnics when I was young."
"I know, she told me. So here's what I want you to do tonight when you go to bed. I want you think about the picnic. Picture yourself there. Concentrate on having your mother on one side of you and Sabrina on the other. The sky is as blue as your eyes and there's a gentle, warm breeze rustling the leaves in the trees. You can hear the current from the river. You're safe without a care in the world."
She'd had her eyes closed the whole time I was describing the scene and opened them again with another smile when I finished. "That does sound nice," she said.
Going home that night, I thought I had made progress, but once again, it proved to be more difficult than I thought. As much as Maria wanted to go on that picnic, her fear just wouldn't allow it.
Again, I was explaining the situation to my folks when my dad came up with a suggestion. "Dylan, this girl seems to trust you, she's just not sure about being exposed to others yet. Why not bring them over here for a Sunday dinner. Since she trusts you, knowing I'm your father, I would think would get me half way there. Then she'd see there were two men she could trust."
"Oh, honey, that's an excellent idea," added my mom. "I've heard so much about your friends, I'd love to meet them."
I thought about it then called to run the idea past Angela first. She was more concerned with imposing on my mom and dad, but did think it might help. She told me Maria talked about me all the time and she was really trying to get over her fear.
A couple nights later I stopped in after work. Sabrina dominated the first half an hour, of course, but then went to play. Maria, Angela, and I sat talking. I was very surprised when I mentioned going to my folks place. I wasn't met with nearly the resistance I was expecting. Maria was nervous, but was determined.
That Sunday, when I drove over to pick them up, Sabrina ran up and almost tackled me. "Mommy's coming with us!" she shrieked. "Thank you, thank you for having mommy come with us," she almost screamed again.
I'd never seen her quite so happy. I looked up at Maria whose smile reached from one ear to the other. Angela's was almost as big. They were all dressed like it was Easter. Maria looked absolutely gorgeous. I didn't think to tell them to dress casual. Oh well, I just hoped my dad didn't greet us at the door in his boxers.
My dad can be a little intimidating. He's six-two and weighs around two-forty. I noticed Maria kind of hiding behind me when she first saw him.
Sabrina, on the other hand, showed no fear as she stepped right up to him and offered her hand. "How do you do, sir? Thank you for inviting us," she stated in her precious and precocious, very grown up alter-ego.
My dad was hooked immediately, I could tell. He got a broad smile on his face and immediately stooped down to shake her hand. "You're very welcome, young lady. Thank you for accepting our offer, and welcome to our home." It took about as long for her to capture his heart as it did for her to capture mine.
It took almost twenty minutes for Maria to step out from my shadow, but she eventually got more comfortable. She helped my mom in the kitchen and again with the dishes after dinner while dad sat making paper airplanes with Sabrina. She was mesmerized by his aeronautical craftsmanship with a piece of paper and a pair of scissors. By the end of our four hour stay, it was as if we'd all known each other our whole lives.
On the ride back, Maria pensively watched out the side window as the world went by. It was the first time she'd been outside their house in over a year. As I pulled into their drive, Angela asked me to stay for a cup of coffee. I helped Sabrina arrange the twenty different pieces of winged stationary in her room while the coffee was brewing, then I joined mother and daughter in the kitchen. They both thanked me profusely for the wonderful visit and asked me to relay their thanks one more time to my folks. When it was time to leave, Maria walked me to the door. Sabrina came up and hugged me goodbye. To my shock, Maria then gave me a peck on the cheek and whispered in my ear.
"I'm ready," she said, quietly, "for the picnic."
It was the first time Maria and I had any physical contact. It was so nice, I couldn't stop grinning on the way home.
The following week, I was on the late night shift so I didn't have to be at work until three-thirty. I had just finished breakfast when I heard a knock on my door. That was very unusual. I didn't get company during the day. My mind pretty much turned to mush when I opened the door. She was just as gorgeous as I remembered.
"Hi, Dylan."
For a few minutes I'd forgotten why we'd broken up and my heart went pitter-patter just like it did in high school. My first emotion was pure joy. God, it was good to see her. "Hi, Sheri, come on in," I said, moving aside to allow her access. "Coffee's not too old, would you like a cup?"
"I'd love it, thanks," she said with that smile that could light up a coal mine at midnight.
She followed me into the kitchen and automatically took a seat at the table where we had shared so many meals. I poured us both of us a cup of java and set hers down in front of her. The euphoria of seeing her again was starting to wear off and feelings of sadness, with still a twinge of left over anger, was taking its place. She was watching me closely and must have seen the change in my face when I finally remembered why we broke up, because she actually winced before speaking.
"Dylan, for the last month or two I've been thinking of different ways to go about this. I'd come up with all kinds of sneaky plans, but I know you. I know you hate it when people play games. You admire people who are up front and just say what's on their mind, so here goes.
"First, I want to apologize for what I put you through. It was never ever supposed to go so far and hurting you was the last thing from my mind. At the time, it was exciting, but you know what they say about hindsight, as I look back now I can see it was the stupidest thing I've ever done...the stupidest and the most hurtful. I've never hurt anyone the way I've hurt you, the man I love.
"The second thing I want to say, and I know you're going to think I've got brass balls, but I want another chance. I've done a lot of growing up in the last two years, Dylan."
What was it about her? It was more than just her beauty. Hell, we had two female reporters at work that rivaled Sheri in looks but I never had any romantic notions toward either one of them. I had to sit down while my heart did cartwheels.
She went on. "I got a job. When I moved in with my folks, dad said I had to earn my own keep so I waitressed at night and went to school during the day to get a beautician's license. I'm working at a high end salon and make pretty good money. I'm still living with my folks so I've been able to save almost five thousand dollars. We could use that for the down payment on a house.
"I've learned my lesson, Dylan. Personally, I'd like to just get married again. I think we know each other pretty well, but maybe you'd like to just date again for a while? I'm good with whatever you want, Dylan, just please say you'll give me another chance."
I sat there, stunned. I couldn't even speak for a minute or so. I had no idea what to say anyway. My insides were churning like a Mixmaster. I'd give anything for things to go back to the way they were, but I'd need a time machine for that.
Sheri just sat there, holding her breath.
"I don't know, Sheri, I just don't know. I'm going to need some time to think this over. I'm sorry, I don't mean to put you off, but..."
"I understand, Dylan," she said as my words tapered off. "I know the hurt is still there, at least some of it. When I go to bed at night, my last thought before falling asleep is that I wish I had a magic wand that I could wave and relieve the pain I caused you. I know I can't do that, but if you let me, I'd like to try my best to make up for it."
"Are you still seeing what's his name?"
"Carl? Hell no. I meant what I said that day you confronted me, I haven't seen or talked to him since before we broke up. I did try to call him once. Although he never used it, he did have our phone number. I figured he might try to call when my letters stopped coming and I didn't want him getting a hold of you by accident. I knew hearing the sound of his voice would hurt you even more.
"I didn't get a chance to talk to him though. Evidently, he wasn't as important to that company as he thought. I guess he showed up half gassed one day and they canned him."
"He did call here," I told her.
"Oh, Dylan, I'm so sorry."
"It wasn't your fault. He called to talk to me. He was a little pissed because I told his wife about your affair and sent her copies of his letters. He said she kicked him out. That's probably why he was drinking," I said with a smile.
"Dylan, you...you will at least think about it, please?"
I gave her a reassuring smile and nodded my head, but I was not about to make any commitments. After saying what she had to say, Sheri told me I could reach her at her parents and wondered if I still had the number. I confirmed the number that was in my phone book to make sure they hadn't changed it and she left soon afterward. It was so weird. I'd been living on my own for the last couple of years but as soon as she walked out that door I felt lonely.
Later in the week, I called my parents to see if I was invited for Sunday dinner. Mom answered the phone. "Are you going to have your friends with you?"
Shit, that reminded me, I'd been so preoccupied with thoughts of Sheri, I hadn't stopped in at Angela's all week. "No, mom, it'll be just me this time."
The next day I checked my work schedule and stopped in at the Cooper's to make sure Maria was still up for the picnic. My day off was that following Monday. On Sunday, I was at my folks. After dinner, I helped Mom with the dishes then we all took our coffee in the living room to visit more comfortably.
"You'll never guess who showed up at my door the other day?" Before they had a chance to speculate, I answered my own question. "Sheri."
Neither of them seemed all that surprised. Dad spoke up first.
"How's she doing?"
"Pretty good, she got her beautician's license. I guess she's making good money. She said she's saved up about five grand for a down payment on a house."
"What's she going to do with a house?"
"She's not talking about living there alone, mom. She wants a second chance. She wants to get married again."
"And?"
"I don't know, Dad. I honestly don't know. I found out the other night that I still have feelings for her, strong feelings, but... I don't know. I don't think I'll ever really trust her again. I'd always be waiting for the other shoe to drop."
"What about Maria," mom asked?
I thought mom was trying to change the subject already and was a little annoyed. "We're going on that picnic tomorrow," I said.
"That's not what I mean, Dylan. When we were doing the dishes last week all she talked about was you. You've become almost as big a part of her life as Sabrina and her mother. She's in love with you. You're the reason she trying so hard to get over her fear."
I guess mom saw the shock in my face. "Don't tell me you had no idea."
"No...well, you know...I've been going over there for months and last week is the first time she's even touched me. Did she tell you she was in love with me?"
"No, but it's not hard to figure out. She told me coming here was the first time she'd stepped foot outside of her house in almost a year. You know the fear hasn't gone away. She was scared to death of your father, but she trusts you. She's terrified of going on that picnic, but she's not going to let it stop her. She wants to get to the point where you'll ask her out on a date.
"You can't tell me you've never notice the light in her eyes when she looks at you?"
"I guess I never really paid any attention, Mom."
My dad entered the conversation again. "Do you have feelings for her, Son?"
I had to think for a minute. "I'm not...I don't know, to tell you the truth. I think I've purposely rejected the thought of having any romantic notions because of her condition. I mean...I never thought of her being able to become romantically involved with a man."
"I just mentioned it because I think you're going to find Maria is very much in love with you and is trying her best to overcome her fears. As determined as she is, I'm pretty confident she's going to succeed, so I thought you should take that into account before making any decisions," Mom said.
"Great!" I said, jokingly. "I came over here for help with my decision about Sheri and you guys complicate things even more."
My dad got up to pour himself some more coffee. I raised my cup as well. As he poured, he gave me more advice at the same time. "Sorry, Son, sometimes life gets complicated. Sometimes your brain and your heart fight with each other. When that happens, my advice is to go with your gut."
I didn't get a whole lot of sleep that night. I couldn't turn off my brain. I did have feelings for Maria. I'd known that for quite a while. I also thought of Angela as my second mother and Sabrina as the daughter I wished I'd had. I guess, in the back of my mind, I had suppressed those feelings.
I was anxious to see how the picnic would go. I told them I would take care of the food. There was a new chicken place that opened in town. I'd heard they had a special recipe that was extremely good. It was called, Kentucky Fried Chicken. It was perfect for picnics because you could buy a cardboard bucket filled chicken along with fries and biscuits.
I picked up a bucket on the way to pick them up and the whole car smelled delicious by the time they piled in. Of course, one whiff and everyone was oohing and aahing before we even got out of the driveway.
As I figured, no one was at the park on a Monday afternoon. Except for a couple stragglers, the place was deserted. Sabrina picked out a nice place along the river with a big oak tree for shade. We formed a circle around the blanket we laid down and I dished out the paper plates and a bottle of wine, before we all dug in. Sabrina got grape juice. After a few bites, everyone agreed the chicken place was well deserved of its reputation.
I could see everyone was really enjoying themselves. We were there for about an hour when Maria slid over by me and whispered in my ear to put my arm around her. Another breakthrough, I thought. Until last week she would almost panic at the thought of a man touching her.
As soon as she felt my arm, she leaned into me and laid her head on my shoulder. Sabrina was playing with a doll, but as soon as she saw her mother cuddling with me, she came over and put her arms around both of us in a three way hug. Angela had a grin that covered her whole face.
For the first time, I started to wonder if there was a chance to live a normal life with Maria. Then there was also the matter of sex. As afraid as she was with the physical presents of man, I would think sex would really be out of the question. I didn't want to think of myself as being shallow, but I was in my early twenties, I'll be damned if I wanted to live the rest of my life like a monk.
Over the next few days I did a lot of thinking, not just about Maria, but about Sheri as well. Sex with her was pure heaven. She wasn't home when I called. Her mom said she was out shopping. We had a pleasant talk before I finally asked her to have Sheri call me back. The thought I had as I hung up the phone told me I'd made the right decision.
Sheri called back about an hour later. Her voice sounded hopeful. I told her we needed to sit down privately somewhere and talk. Since her mother and dad had no plans on leaving the house, she headed for the apartment. I had fresh coffee brewing when she got here.
She gave me a peck on the cheek as she walked in but didn't say much. We sat down on opposite ends of kitchen table with our coffees in front of us. Well, the stage was mine so I took a deep breath and started.
"Sheri, you were my first love and I can attest to what they say; I will always love you. When I found out about your cheating, I'm not sure what was stronger, my anger or my pain. It's been a little more than two years and most of the anger is gone, but a whole lot of the pain is still there."
I could see her trying to anticipate my ever word. I should have just came out and told her in one short sentence, but I wanted to make sure she understood.
"I've given it a lot of thought since you were here the other day. I had already made my decision when I called earlier but the conversation with your mom clinched it for me."
"My mom? What did she say?"
"When I asked if you were there, she told me you were out shopping."
She made that cute little face she always made when she didn't understand something. "I was," she said. "I needed another pair of shoes for work. I'm on my feet all day so they don't take long to wear out."
"I'm sure you were," I confirmed, "but I wondered if you were out with a man."
She shook her head and opened her eyes wide. "I wasn't, Dylan, honest. I was at the store."
"And I have every reason to believe you, Sheri, but I still wondered."
I saw the look of understanding on her beautiful face as she suddenly realized what I was saying. "The trust...it's gone for good, isn't it?"
I nodded my head. "I'm afraid so, Sheri. I would always have that lingering doubt."
She stared at a spot on the table and looked like she was a million miles away as she took a sip of coffee. I assumed she was trying to think of a way she'd be able to restore the trust, but I knew she couldn't. After a long moment she came to the same conclusion. When she looked back up at me, her expression was one of acceptance. "You're right about first love," she said with sadness in her voice. "I will always love you too, and I'm so very, very sorry I destroyed what we had."
"I am too, Sheri. Believe me, if there was a way of fixing this..."
"I know," she said, interrupting me, "you'd do it in a heartbeat—me too. To be honest, I really didn't think you'd take me back, but it was worth a try. I'm surprised you haven't told me that there's someone else. I really thought you'd shoot me down when I was here the other day. When you didn't, I got my hopes up, but in the back of my mind I knew it was a long shot."
She stopped talking for a minute and looked at me with a smile. "I really do love you, you know."
I thought about saying something nasty like, just not enough to stay faithful, but I discounted the thought immediately. She was truly remorseful. I could see it in her eyes. I was sure she had been beating herself up for a while and I don't kick people when they're down.
"How about you?" I asked her. "Got somebody waiting in the wings?"
"Nah, I've been concentrating on getting my head on straight. It took me almost a year to realize what I gave up. Since then, I've been working to become the kind of person you could love again."
"I'm sorry, Sheri."
"I know, Dylan. You don't have to say it. The hurt I inflicted runs deep. You can't help the way you feel. Sometimes love just isn't enough," she said, forcing her smile this time. "We're both young good looking, successful people, I'm sure we'll each find someone someday. I guess I'd better start putting myself out there again, I've been sticking pretty close to home until now."



"I wish you the best of luck, Sheri, I really do."
"Thanks, Dylan, you too," she said with another smile. "Well, I'd better go. The folks usually go to bed pretty early these days and I don't want to wake them up."
She finished the last of her coffee in one sip and stood. I walked her to the door and had it open when she turned toward me.
"One last kiss for old time sake?"
I took her in my arms and pulled her into me for one more lingering, passionate kiss. We both had tears in our eyes as she walked to her car. Just before getting in, she turned and silently mouthed, 'I love you,' before throwing me a kiss. Once again, I felt the loneliness as I watched her pull away.
It was still too early to go to bed so I poured another cup of coffee and cuddled up in my lounge chair with a Mickey Spillane paper back. After several minutes I discovered I was still on the first paragraph. My mind was on Maria and I didn't even realize it.
I was glad Sheri had the courage to ask about reconciling. After the divorce, I always felt like something was left undone. I think subconsciously, I was always a little uncertain of my decision to end the marriage. I was obviously angry and didn't even consider counseling. Over time, as the anger dissipated, doubt crept in. Sitting there, I finally felt comfortable. I felt like I could truly move on, but was Maria really the right woman, or was I jumping from the frying pan into the fire?
I was always trying to come up with reasons to get her out in public without being too obvious about it. Sabrina's birthday was the following week. I thought about taking her to Kiddy Land. It was a year-round amusement park for young kids. They had all kinds of rides but nothing too intense. Of course there was cotton candy, games with ping pong balls, and all the trappings as well.
I was afraid it might be too much too fast. Unlike the park, Kiddy Land was always packed with humanity. I called and talked to Angela before going over there. I didn't want to say anything in front of Sabrina and make Maria feel she was being forced into something she wasn't ready for. Angela said she'd talk to her after putting Sabrina to bed and see what kind of response she got.
I stopped in the day after. Almost immediately, I noticed Maria being more nervous than usual. The three of us were sitting at the table talking when she opened up.
"Dylan, I understand you want to take us to Kiddy Land for Sabrina's birthday."
"Only if you think you're up to it, Maria. I don't want you feeling like you're being pressured in any way. I have a few presents for her and I can come and have a small intimate party right here if you'd rather do that."
Maria didn't say anything for several moments while she thought it over. "I know she'd love it. I thought about her going with just you and Mom, but she'd be disappointed if I wasn't there, too." She took another few seconds to summon her courage one last time. "You'll stay with us, right?"
"I'll be right by your side the whole time," I assured her.
It was a nervous smile but a smile none-the-less. "She's in her room."
"I'll get her," Angela volunteered. She jumped up from her chair and walked down the hall to Sabrina's room before Maria had a chance to change her mind. "Honey, Mr. McHenry has something he wants to tell you."
Little bright eyes came running out and right up to me. She had already hugged and kissed me on the cheek when I walked in, but then retired to her room to play with some of the toys I'd gotten for her. Of course, every time I came bearing gifts, Angela and Maria would bawl me out for spoiling her.
"Sabrina, do you know what day it is next Friday?"
Her eyes got big along with her smile. "It's my birthday," she acknowledged with exuberance. "I'm...I'm going to be six years old," she told me while showing me all five fingers on her right hand and her index finger on the other.
"That's right, young lady. You're almost grown up already," I joked.
She giggled with pride.
"Do you know where young ladies like you go to celebrate?" She shook her head. "Do you know what Kiddy Land is?"
I guess she did because her eyes grew the size of saucers as she rapidly nodded. I was awarded with another kiss on the cheek before she directed her attention to her mother. Suddenly, she looked worried. "Mommy, are you coming with us?"
"Yes, honey, I'm coming."
Sabrina went to her mother and crawled up into her lap. She put her arm around her neck. "I love you, Mommy."
I could see the pride those two had in each other from where I was sitting. Maria was also proud of herself, and rightly so. She was conquering her fears and bonding with her daughter. She wrapped her arms around her little girl and hugged her while giving me a big smile.
Later that night, I thought more about what my mother said. I started to wonder, how do you tell love from gratitude? I could certainly understand Maria being grateful for everything I'd done, but could that be what Mom saw in her eyes?
A couple days later I picked my second family up and we all headed to Kiddy Land. I brought my camera to chronical the event. As we walked around, Sabrina was between her mother and me, holding our hands. Angela was on the other side of Maria so she felt protected. We all took turns accompanying the birthday girl on the rides, even her mother. I think I spent about twenty dollars in quarters before Sabrina won a plastic duck by throwing ping pong balls into a group of cups. She only got two out of three but I think the guy behind the counter took pity on her...or me.
It was a full day and about the only person who wasn't tired out at the end was the birthday girl, herself. I wound up staying for dinner at the insistence of three very special ladies so by the time I got home it after eight o'clock. I heated a half full pot of coffee on the stove and kicked back, thinking about the day. I was truly amazed at how well Maria handled it. I did see her shy away from a guy a couple of times but she sure was a lot more confident around people than she was the first time I stopped in. Angela didn't say anything but I know she noticed it too.
The following week, I was busy at work and hadn't had a chance to get over there. It was almost eight by the time I got home one night. I was boiling a couple of hot dogs for dinner when my phone rang. It was Angela.
"Hi, Dylan, I wanted to call you real quick while I had a chance. Maria is with Sabrina in her room and I don't want her to hear me so I have to talk quietly. I just wanted to tell you that Maria came shopping with Sabrina and me today.
I saw Sears was having a fifty-percent-off sale on children's winter coats. Sabrina grew out of hers last year and it won't be long before she needs another one so I told Maria I was going to take her to get one. I couldn't believe it when she volunteered to come along. Dylan, this is a miracle and it's all because of you. I don't think any of us will ever be able to thank you enough."
It sounded like she was in tears as she finished. "Angela, the credit belongs to Maria, believe me. She has been working so hard. How did she do? I mean no one bothered her anything, did they?"
"No, everything was fine. Sabrina starts the first grade in a couple of weeks. I still have to get her some things for school. I'm hoping Maria will come with us again."
Angela lowered her voice. "I hear them coming, Dylan. I have to go. Thank you again." With that, the phone went dead.
As I sat at the table eating my hotdog and potato chip dinner, I thought about how good it felt to be able to help someone like that. It struck me that had I still been married I'd never have been able to do it. As much as I hated losing the love of my life, some good did become of it. Amazing how some things work out, I thought.
Over the next couple of weeks, Maria made even more strides. She did go with her mother and daughter to buy school supplies, in fact she was going with them almost anytime they had to leave the house.
The first day of school is a big day for any child. I still remember mine. Dad and Mom took me to the school and handed pencils out to all the kids. When Sabrina asked if I could come along on her first day, I jumped at the chance. I was working the late shift so I was free the whole morning. Sabrina was between Maria and me, holding our hands when we walked into the classroom. Her teacher made the obvious mistake, thinking I was her Dad. When no one corrected her I just let it go as well. My chest swelled with pride.
A couple weeks later, I had Sunday dinner with my folks. As was usually the case, after we ate we sat and visited in the living room. It took me a while but I finally noticed some strange looks, back and forth between Mom and Dad. I knew something was up. I figured it would be easier getting it out of mom so I directed my question in her direction. "Okay, what's going on?"
I heard my dad chuckled as Dom put her hands in her lap and straightened her back. It was a sure sign she was hiding something.
"We're not supposed to say anything," she muttered.
"You might as well spill it, honey. You know you're dying to tell him," dad told her.
Mom looked at Dad, then at me, then back to him, then back to me. "Have you talked to Maria lately?"
"Ah, not for a few days, why, nothing happened, did it?"
"No, she called here. She tried to pump me for information."
"Tried?" laughed my dad. "You told her everything she wanted to know and then some."
Now I was really curious. "Information about what?"
Mom looked at me like I was stupid. "About you, of course. I told you a while ago that she was in love with you. It looks like Sheri is out of the picture for good now, so I'm wondering what's taking you so long, so is Maria. She asked if I had any suggestions that would make you get up off your butt and ask her out."
I wasn't quite sure how to react to that. I had been fighting with that subject for a while but I wasn't sure I liked the idea of my mother talking about me to others, especially someone I had feelings for. Still, I thought, maybe it's a good opportunity to talk my thoughts over with them. We had talked a little about it a few months prior, but didn't go into any depth.
"Mom, I know you think she has feelings for me, but I think there's a good chance that could just be gratitude. I did a lot of reading on phobias before I even thought about trying to help her and they all talked about it. A lot of times a patient will develop feelings for their therapist. It's called transference. It's not real love. Maria feels safer when I with her. She may love that feeling rather than me. All the books talk about the ethical responsibilities of the therapist not taking advantage of a situation like that."
The room fell quiet as I finished. I know both Dad and Mom were thinking. I thought dad would be the one to offer pearls of wisdom but it was mom who spoke up.
"I can understand why a professional therapist would have an ethical obligation to reject a patient who fell in love with them, but you're not a professional therapist and Maria is more to you than a patient. How are you ever going to know if she truly loves you or not if you don't at least give her a chance?"
"But would I know if her feelings are real or not? Like you said, I'm not a professional."
"You'll know," dad said, chiming into the conversation. "Besides, there's no hurry. Take your time, get to know one another. Maybe you're right, but you'll never forgive yourself if you don't make an effort to find out one way or another."
Of course dad was right, I'd sure hate looking back in a couple of years and wonder if I let the right one get away. It was almost three in the morning by the time I decided I'd ask her out and finally fell asleep.
From visiting and talking, I did know some of her likes and dislikes, but they'd never had money for anything but necessities so she hadn't done a lot. She'd only been to a theater once as a little girl. One of her friends had a birthday so her parents took her and five or six of her friends to see a Disney animated movie. Maria still talked about how big the screen was. They had a small black and white television in the house so I thought she might enjoy going to the show again. I checked the paper and saw The Palace was playing a Bob Hope comedy with Elke Sommer. I knew she liked Bob Hope and I sure wouldn't mind watching Sommer.
Maybe she was just being very brave, but Maria showed no signs of being afraid in the theater. In fact she was relaxed and laughed hysterically throughout the movie. Afterward, we crossed the street and went to a little diner that was famous for their pie. We each ordered a slice with coffee and sat and talked. It was the first time she and I had been able to do that alone. In the past, Maria's fears always concealed her true personality. In that little diner, I saw the real Maria starting to emerge. She was smart and witty. As she talked, I watched her eyes. The fear was gone. At the end of the night, I gave her small peck on the lips. She smiled and gave me a small peck back before going inside.
We had to work around my schedule, but we managed four more dates over the next three weeks. So far we'd done nothing more than kiss a few times. I really wasn't sure about even approaching her with anything sexual.
At work, I spent about seventy percent of my time driving from one assignment to another so I was always sorry to see snow falling. Unfortunately, Chicago is notorious for its cold snowy winters and one was approaching. We all spent Thanksgiving at my folks but Angela drove over early to help Mom and Dad prepare the feast and I picked up Maria and Sabrina and drove over a little later. The whole day felt so natural, like one big happy family.
I spent Christmas like I did the year before, spending Christmas Eve with my adopted family and Christmas day with my own.
Maria was doing great and showed no sign of her fears anymore. In fact, she had gone to the grocery store several times on her own. I had been invited to a New Year's Eve party and figured if she could handle an environment like that she could handle anything. She surprised the heck out of me when I asked her to go.
"Where will we spend the night?"
I was a little confused and wasn't quite sure what she was asking.
"Dylan, we've been going out together for almost four months and you've been a perfect gentleman. I appreciate that. I think it might have something to do with my history, but I'm not like that anymore. I'd like to start the New Year's off with a bang," she smiled slightly, "if you know what I mean."
Okay, dense I am not. "How about we go my place after the party, then?"
Those crystal blue eyes of hers lit up. "Do we have to go to the party?"
At first I thought she was serious, but she saw the look on my face and said she was only kidding and was looking forward to the party as well. I was honestly a little afraid of the party, not for me, but for Maria. She would be mingling with strangers. Most of my friends were down to earth married couples, but there would be a few people who could get pretty wild, especially around midnight.
As it turned out, Maria handled herself just fine. For the first hour or so, she stayed pretty close to me, but she started to relax after a while and before I knew it, she was socializing with the whole group. I'd lost count of how many of my friends asked where I'd been keeping her. I just kept thinking how impressed they'd all have been if they had seen her before. I know I sure was.
Just before midnight we all gathered in front of the TV to watch the ball drop. Maria nestled up to my side and put her arm around waist. In return, I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her into me. That was the moment everything felt so right. For the first time since my divorce, I felt whole again.
As the ball hit bottom and 'Happy New Year' flashed across the screen, Maria reached behind my head and gently pulled our lips together. I'd been a little nervous until then. I wasn't sure how she'd react at my place, but that kiss told me everything would be just fine.
I kept my eye on her as people worked the room, kissing everyone in sight. Of course most had been drinking and I wanted to make sure none of her admirers got too friendly, but everybody took it in stride when she turned her head and took the kiss on her cheek.
We stayed for another half hour but we were both anxious to bring the New Year in properly. When we started saying our good-byes, Maria got several invitations for lunch with the girls and I got a lot of 'attaboys' from my buddies. As we stepped outside, Maria was taken away with the winter wonderland that greeted us. Without us realizing it, the snow must have been falling for a while. The fluffy white covered trees and branches made everything look like a Currier and Ives post card.
Maria took my arm and laid her head on my shoulder. "Oh, Dylan, look at it out here. It's so beautiful."
"It really is," I confirmed.
"How far is your apartment?"
"Not far, six, seven blocks."
"Really?" She asked, looking up at me. "Do you think we could walk there? We can come back tomorrow and get your car."
My Camaro was in the parking lot of the apartment complex along with a hundred other cars so I wasn't worried about it. "I think that's a great idea," I said.
We had only walked a block or so when Maria broke out in song. "I'm dreaming of a white Christmas, just like the ones I used know,"
That's where I joined in, "where the tree tops glisten and children listen, to hear sleigh bells in the snow-"
By the time we reached my door, we had harmonized on White Christmas, Jingle Bells, and Baby It's Cold Outside," or at least as much as we could remember of it.
As much as we enjoyed the walk, the warm air of my apartment was welcomed. I helped Maria off with her coat and hung it up in the closet with my own. She sat on the couch while I strolled over to my record collection and queued up my Sinatra Christmas Album, then stacked another three hot wax LPs on top, giving us about ninety minutes of listening pleasure.
The moment of truth had arrived. I stood in front of her and reached out my hand. There was no mistaking the nervous anticipation in her face as she let me help her up. I continued to hold her hand as I led her into my bedroom. She turned into me as I took her in my arms and a year of wanting this woman came out in one long, passionate kiss.
Being as soft and gentle as possible, I continued to kiss her neck as I stepped behind her. She had her eyes closed and leaned her head back as I reached around and started undoing the buttons of her blouse. I ran my hands down the soft skin of her arms as the garment fell to the floor. I felt the pounding of her heart as I slowly undressed her. I smile at her blush as she stood in front of me in her birthday suit. In spite of the hard life she'd experienced, Maria was as beautiful as any princess in any fairytale.
Bashfully, she slipped under the covers while I quickly got undressed myself. My cock was already rock hard and Maria grinned as it sprang into view when I lowered my shorts. She closed her eyes and started to breathe deep almost immediately as I started exploring her body. I felt her gasp the first time my lips found her nipple. It had turned into a moan by the time I'd worked my way to the other one.
I could feel her actions all around me as I worked my way south. I could feel her head turning from side to side, her back arching, and her hands grabbing at the covers.
As I reached my destination, I slid my hands under her tight butt and gently lifted it ever so slightly for a better angle. Suddenly, Maria cried out with alarm at the touch of my tongue.



"Dy...Dylan, wh...what are you doing?"
It occurred to me, she'd never had her pussy eaten. "Relax, honey," I assured her. "Just lie back and enjoy." I guess it's normal for a term of endearment to come out at a time like that. It didn't take long before she was moaning loudly with each manipulation of my tongue. I thought I was going to have to peal her down from the ceiling when I sucked on her clit.
I counted three orgasms but it was hard to tell because she was going from one to the other. My cock was stretched so tight it hurt. I had to get it inside of her, but I was still going to take my time.
"Oh, oh, oh yes," she moaned. "Oh, God."
I held out as long as I could but inevitability was nearing an eruption. Suddenly I thought of one small detail..."Maria, are you on the pill?"
Her affirmative answer came just seconds before I exploded inside of her. At the same time, her body bucked wildly in the air as she came again, this time even more intensely. I held myself above her as every muscle in my body was wound like a stringed instrument. I finally collapsed beside her heavily breathing frame. Neither of us could talk for a couple of minutes.
I was still winding down when I felt the bed shift. I looked over and saw Maria had turned her back on me. She was trying her best to stifle it, but I could tell she was crying. I was sure the sex had triggered some terrible experience from her past but had no idea what to say or do. I wasn't sure if I should even touch her. I felt like shit. I finally rolled on my side and lightly touched her shoulder. Immediately, she turned toward me and buried her head in my chest. I could feel her tears against my skin.
I just held her for a minute and was about to assure her everything would be okay when she quietly spoke between her sobs.
"That's the way it's supposed to be, isn't it?"
"What?" I wasn't sure I heard her correctly.
"That's the way it's supposed to be, I mean tender like that—loving. It was the most wonderful thing that's ever happened to me."
She must have felt my relief. I think my whole body relaxed.
"Tommy, Sabrina's father, never did anything like that. He'd just spit on me..."
"Spit on you?" I almost yelled in horror.
"Yeah, you know—down there, to make it easier to go in. He pretty much just pushed it in whenever he felt like it, then pounded me until he came."
"Was he your only other sex partner? Surely, you've had others since?"
"No, he was the only one. My mother was after me to go out with other boys for a while but nobody wanted to date a girl with a baby. We both gave up after a little while and I just concentrated on raising Sabrina. Then that...that awf...awful day..."
I knew what she was talking about. "Don't think about it, Maria. It's over and you survived. Now it's time to look ahead and fill the rest of your life with nothing but happiness."
She looked into my eyes with a big smile, then cuddled into me a little more. It was a sad reminder of how Sheri used to do the same thing. I fought to get those thoughts out of my head. I was about to ask if she was ready for round two, but realized she had fallen asleep. I had to smile. I guess I wore her out, I thought with pride.
I had my alarm set for seven the next morning. Normal people had New Year's day off...not press photographers. Maria stirred, but didn't fully wake up with the alarm, so I carefully got out of bed and took a shower. It was the smell of coffee and eggs with bacon that actually got her moving. She joined me in the kitchen.
"I'm so sorry. I fell asleep on you last night."
"Don't be sorry, you're beautiful when you're sleeping."
"What do you have planned for today?"
"I have to work."
"Work! Today? It's New Year's."
"Yup, that means New Year's Day parades. You know all those pictures you see in the paper the day after...well..." I said with a smile.
She thought for a second. "Can I go with you?"
"Well, you could," I said, serving her bacon and eggs, "but I doubt you'd find it very interesting. I just get as close as I can to the parade route, park the car, jump out, grab a few shots, then high tail it to the next one. After that, I'll have to go into the paper, develop the film and make prints so everything's ready for tomorrow."
"I'd love to go if you don't mind. I've never watched a photographer before."
"It's okay with me. You'd better call your mom and let her know."
Maria watched every move I made, both on the shoots and in the darkroom. It was only a four hour day so I had her home by midafternoon. Sabrina greeted us at the door and Angela talked me into staying for dinner. It was after seven when Maria walked me outside and gave me a very passionate kiss as I left.
We started dating hot and heavy after that. In eight months we hadn't had a single cross word with each other. Sexually, Maria had some catching up to do but she was more than willing, and she caught on fast.
There were no residual fears or problems from her past and I no longer had any doubts that Maria could handle herself in any situation.
I had carried the ring in my pocket for a week before I found the right time and place. She bawled like a baby as I slipped it on her finger. We waited till the next spring and were married on the last Saturday in April. Sabrina, of course, was our flower girl.
About thirty of our closest friends and family watch as my parent's minister pronounced man and wife. As I kissed my lovely bride, we heard laughter coming from our guests. We both looked to see an excited little girl running toward us. She stopped in front of her mother and indicated with a crooked finger, her desire to quietly ask a question. Maria bent down so Sabrina could whisper in her ear.
No one heard Sabrina's question, but Maria spoke so everyone could hear. "I think you should ask him that, honey," she replied.
Sabrina turned to face me. "Mr. McHenry, can I call you daddy, now?"
It had already been an emotional day. As I looked into that angelic face, I felt tears trickling down my cheeks. I picked her up in my arms as our guests laughed. "You sure can, honey."
She smiled, put her arms around my neck, and gave me a big kiss on the cheek before looking out to our guests, "He's my daddy," she told everyone.
While still holding Sabrina with one arm, I offered the other to my bride and together we walked down the aisle toward the front of the church to the sounds of a standing ovation.
Angela took care of Sabrina while we spent our honeymoon on St. Thomas, in the Virgin Islands. As we were on our way back, Maria thought about the living arrangements. "Honey, where are going to live? I just thought of it. Your apartment is only a one bedroom. I...I don't suppose you'd consider living with my mother, would you? I hate leaving her alone."
I was wondering when she was going to think about that. What she didn't know was my dad and I had already been working on that problem. As an early wedding present, dad gave us the down payment for a small house not far from him and mom. It was only a two bedroom and needed some work but it had a nice apartment over the garage. It had two entrances, one was on the side of the garage and had several stairs, but the other exited into the kitchen and had only four stairs to navigate.
Dad had asked Angela how she felt about selling her house. Since she'd lived there with her husband, we weren't sure she'd want to move. Dad and I were both a little surprised when she told us she couldn't wait to get out of the neighborhood.
Dad and I worked to get the place fixed up and he was helping Angela move into the 'mother-in-law's' suit while Maria and I were on our honeymoon. Of course I kept all this quiet. When she asked about the living arrangements I just smiled and told her not to worry, we'd work something out.
I'll never forget the look on her face when I carried her over the threshold. Sabrina and our parents were inside to greet us with the biggest grins we'd ever seen.
Life is good. Angela loves her apartment and enjoys the peace and quiet, knowing she can visit her family anytime she wants. I started the adoption process for Sabrina and Maria and I are already talking about giving her a little brother or sister very soon. Dad already checked things out and says it'll be easy to add another bedroom.
I sometimes look back to the day I sat on the edge of my bed, staring down the barrel of my gun. I vividly remember believing my life was over, why not just end the pain. If it hadn't been for a little girl wrapping herself around my leg for protection, who knows what would have happened.
The End.
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FORWARD: First, I want to thank blackrandI1958 for inviting me to join this fun project and for her editing skills.
I chose a traveling song as the template for my story, "Taxi," by Harry Chapin. It's a sad song that I think, probably stirs a small feeling of regret in all of us. No matter how our lives turn out, I would almost bet most of us have wondered about a failed relationship in our life.
Of course this is "Loving Wives," so although I've followed the song to a degree, I've had to change the premise of its story some. I hope you like it. As always, I enjoy reading your comments, so please keep'em coming, and if you're not familiar with the song, I encourage you to take a listen.
I Was Gonna Learn to Fly
It had been a rotten night. The rain was coming down in sheets, so those who didn't have to go out, stayed home. I was pulled over to the curb, counting my money. I made enough to barely break even for the night, but it was getting late and I knew my lovely wife would be waiting with a steaming cup of hot chocolate, which made the situation much more tolerable.
I was just about to turn my roof light off when I saw a lady exiting the Custom House Theater just ahead. San Francisco is full of small play houses where up and coming script writers, directors, and actors cut their teeth on the way to Hollywood. Of course the odds of actually making it to the top in that town are about the same as being struck by lightning, but that doesn't stop them from dreaming.
I had assumed she was going to flag me down, so I was already pulling out by the time she raised her arm. It took me only a few seconds to reach the traffic light at the corner, but she already looked like a drowned rag doll as she climbed into the back seat. Her expensive evening gown was soaked and looked more like a blue potato sack.
"Where to, ma'am?"
"Sixteen, Parkside Lane," she responded.
Her voice was familiar. It reminded me of the night my high school girlfriend and I first experienced making love in the back seat of my old Dodge. I wanted to hear it again. "It's a shame your dress got all wet. I hope it's not ruined."
She didn't reply, only looked out the side window at the bright reflections in the wet, empty sidewalks.
I made another attempt. "You look familiar. I think I know you from somewhere."
"I'm sure you're mistaken," she flatly stated.
You could tell her hair started the evening elegantly styled on top of her head, but now hung down in a shiny, tangled mess. I glanced in the mirror as she pulled a few wet strands away from her face. It took me thirty years back in time when we stood on the platform of the Jack London train station, in Oakland. It was raining then too. She pulled her wet hair from her face just before our lips met.
*****
"I'll call you every night," I promised.
"And I'll wait for your call every night, Harry. I'm going to miss you so much."
"Honey, you'll be so busy becoming a star, I doubt you'll miss me at all."
"Yeah—right," she chuckled. "I'm in three scenes, and none of them are very big. With my luck, they'll probably all wind up on the cutting room floor."
"They wouldn't dare. They'll have to deal with me. You tell them that," I said with a smile.
"Yeah, I'm sure that'll scare the hell out of them," she laughed back. "When do you get your pilot's license? Maybe you can fly out there for a weekend or something. Wouldn't that be neat; you and me, parked up on Mullholland Drive under a full moon?"
"It sounds like heaven. Unfortunately, it'll be a while before I get my license. Besides, even when I get it, I'd need a plane to fly, honey."
"Details, details," she said. "Well, I won't be gone that long anyway. I know they can't shoot the scenes around my schedule, but I can't imagine having to be down there more than a couple of weeks or so...a month at the most."
Just then we heard the conductor call, "All aboard!"
There were tears in her eyes as she looked at me. She reached behind my head and pulled me into one last kiss. "I love you, Harry."
"I love you too, Sue...with all my heart and soul."
We heard the train making noises, so she ran to hop on just before the conductor pulled the steps up.
"I love you," she shouted one more time while waving.
I threw her a kiss. "I love you too," I shouted back, as the southbound Amtrak pulled away. I still remember the excruciating feeling of loneliness I felt while walking back to my car. A couple of times, I had to wipe tears from my eyes. I told myself I'd have to get used to watching her leave like that. That's what I get for falling in love with someone who wanted to become a movie star.
It'd been her dream since we first met in high school. She starred in all the school plays and was accepted into the Meisner Technique Actor's Studio, after graduation. It wasn't long before she rose to the top of her class there too.
She was only in her second local theater production when a producer who was sitting in the audience sent word after the play that he wanted to see her. I was back stage with Sue when he told her he was looking for new faces and thought she'd be perfect for a small role in an upcoming movie. Of course she jumped at the chance.
To tell you the truth, I had mixed emotions. I loved her. I wanted to see her succeed and be happy, but at the same time I knew it was the start of something I'd have no control over. Up till then, Sue's acting career hadn't affected us at all. I was always at her plays and got back stage to give her flowers and congratulate her on a great performance. I sometimes helped her learn her lines. We'd always been together, ever since high school. I knew that was about to change.
I wasn't against moving to L.A. With a commercial pilot's license, I could pretty much work anywhere, but it still didn't mean we'd be together all the time. Movies were filmed all over the world. I was simply going to have to get used to being separated for extended periods of time; there was no getting around it.
I was still in somewhat of a fog as I made my way back across the Bay Bridge toward work. I pulled into the garage right on time and walked up to the dispatcher's office.
"I was beginning to think you weren't going to make it, Harry."
"What do you mean, Sal? I'm right on time."
"Yeah, but you're usually twenty minutes early," he said with a smile. "You've got number twenty-three tonight."
"That's not the one the guy puked in, is it? I heard all about it when I pulled in last night."
"No, that was twenty-one. I pulled it out of service and sent it out to get shampooed. That thing reeked to high heaven."
"You're a good man, Sal. I don't care what the other guys say about you," I told him with a smile.
"Go on, get out of here and make us some money, slacker," he joked back.
I knew he was kidding because I was always in the top five money producers. I loved driving a cab, not as much as I loved flying, but it wasn't a bad way to make a living—at least for the time being. Every night, I met people from all walks of life, some rich, some poor, some powerful, and some meek. Sometimes, a passenger wouldn't say a word during the whole trip, other times they'd tell me their whole life story in twenty minutes. It was interesting, that's for sure.
I got the job right out of high school. It was perfect. First, the money was better than any entre-level job they were offering to high school graduates. Flight school isn't cheap and even though driving a cab paid well, it still took me a year to save the money I needed to start. In addition to the money, I could work nights, which meant I could go to school during the day.
Like I said, it was perfect. Flight school was Monday through Friday, and unlike a lot of the other guys, I never missed a day. I had already passed ground school and after only ten hours of actual flying, impressed as hell out of Carl, my instructor, with the way I performed emergency maneuvers.
By the time Sue left for her movie debut, I was well on my way to soloing. That was a must before getting my private pilot's license. I was proud of what I'd accomplished up till then, but still had a long way to go. To get an actual job as a pilot, I had to have my commercial license. To do that, I had to first get my PPL. After that I had to get my instrument rating to show I could fly in all kinds of weather using the instruments in the plane in case I couldn't see where I was going. That was a lot harder than getting my private pilot's license, but it was mandatory before I could even think about getting my commercial license.
My shift was over at eleven. That night I didn't even stop to talk to the guys. As soon as she got settled, Sue was going to leave a number where she could be reached on my answering machine, so I was in a hurry to get home. It was eleven-twenty when I dialed the number.
"Hello," giggled a female's voice on the other end, but it wasn't Sue.
"Ah, hi," I said, thinking I might have dialed wrong. "I'm calling for Sue Bennet, is she..."
"Oh yeah, you must be Harry, hold on."
The line was silent for a few seconds before Sue picked up. "Hi, honey."
My heart pounded with joy as I heard the happiness in her voice. "Hi, gorgeous, how is it?"
"Oh, honey, I'm so excited. The studio is just marvelous; they're putting us up in a hotel on Sunset Boulevard. They say it used to be a brothel in the thirties and forties. Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy were regulars, can you believe that?" she laughed. "Oh, and your favorite actor, Errol Flynn used to come here, too," she gushed.
"Flynn?" I questioned. "Hell, he got practically any woman he wanted. I'm surprised he'd pay for it, but then maybe not. I guess he was pretty insatiable when it came to sex."
"Kind of like you," She chuckled. "Are you behaving yourself?"
"I haven't had a chance to do much else, Hon. I went right into work from dropping you off, and rushed home afterward, so I could call you. Who answered the phone?"
"Oh, that was Jenny. She's my roommate. She's going to be in the same movie so we can help each other with our lines, although I really don't have many. She's got a lot more than I do."
"Is it her first movie, too?"
"No, she's been in five or six. I know," she said, anticipating my reply. "She has more experience so she gets more lines, I know. You don't have to tell me," she said with a chuckle. "We have to be at the studio for our first reading tomorrow morning. We're going to explore the studio together when we're done."
"That sounds like fun, honey. I wish I could be down there with you. I miss you already."
"I miss you too. I've already told Jenny all about you. She's jealous," she again chuckled.
We talked for another ten minutes, but she had to be at the studio and I had to be at flight school by eight the next morning so we said our goodnights. The next night, I called her at the same time, but something seemed off.
"Hello."
I knew immediately something was amiss. "Hi babe, what's wrong?"
"Nothing's wrong, why?"
I tried to keep my voice from sounding accusatory or harsh. "Something's wrong, I can hear it in your voice, honey. You know you can't keep anything from me, now spill it," I said in a lighthearted way.
"Harry, nothing is wrong. I'm just tired, I guess. It's been a long day."
I still had the sense that something wasn't right. She'd been through long days of rehearsals before, but I didn't want to push her too far so I slacked off. "So how many lines do have?"
"Not many," she replied. "I have four lines in the first scene, one in the second, and nine in the third."
"Hey, that's not bad at all, honey. Rock Hudson only had one line in his first movie," I told her, trying to sound upbeat to see if I could get her out of her funk.
"Yeah, I know. I'm actually pretty lucky. Jenny says she only had two lines in her first movie. Honey, I'm really tired and I have to report to wardrobe at eight o'clock tomorrow morning, so I'm going to say goodnight."
"Okay, honey. You get a good night's sleep and I'll call you tomorrow night about the same time."
"Okay, hon, good night."
And with that, the line went dead. She could deny it all she wanted but I knew something was wrong. She had pretty high expectations. I figured that maybe things just didn't live up to what she was expecting. I was tired as well so I hit the sack and was out like a light.
She sounded better when I called the following night. She told me she got a look at the shooting schedule and all her scenes would be shot in the first couple of weeks. That was great news. I really missed her. I think that was the longest two weeks of my life. There would be more separations, of course, but that first one was really hard.
For the first time since I started, I took a day off from flight school on her return. Her train was due in at ten in the morning. Her parents offered to pick her up, but I couldn't wait to wrap my arms around her. We drove straight to my apartment.
As we walked in, Sue started tearing at my clothes before I even shut the door. Once she had my shirt open, she threw her arms around my neck and hopped up, wrapping her legs around my waist and locking her ankles behind me. A flurry of kisses followed. I braced her butt with my hands, leaned slightly back for balance, and walked us to the bedroom. She started grinding her pussy into my crotch as I sat down on the edge of the bed.
Unlocking her ankles, Sue stood up and pushed me down, onto the mattress. Within seconds she had my pants around my knees. My cock literally leaped out of my shorts as she pulled them down. I could think of nothing that came closer to heaven than the feeling of her warm, moist mouth as it encased my straining cock. I could do nothing more in the moment than close my eyes and enjoy the sensations.
Sue's tongue flickered, swirled, and surrounded my tightly stretched flesh, sometimes at the very tip, and other times with her lips buried in my pubic hair. It didn't take long for the urge to build.
"I...I going to cum..."
"Oh, no you don't," she said, pulling her head away. "I want you inside me." She immediately stood up, pulled her jeans and panties down in one quick stroke, then sat on the bed next to me and kicked her feet wildly until both garments went flying. She swung her legs over me and scooted to the middle of the bed.
I snuggled up with the intention to start my love making with gentle kisses to her neck.
"Save that for later," she told me. "My pussy is soaking. Can you hear it? It's calling for a hard cock...now!"
Who was I to argue with a soaking pussy? I got in position and slowly slid right in. I had the feeling everybody on my floor of the apartment building was going to know what we were doing. She was moaning before I even hit bottom.
I was a little worried I would be able to keep going long enough for her to come, but luckily, she was as excited as I was and within a few minutes we both broke out in rapturous harmony. Sue reached up, wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled down tightly against her breasts. Somewhere in my brain I was afraid I was too heavy. I felt our hearts pounding in unison and her hot breath in my ear.
As our breathing began to calm, Sue let me go and threw her arms out to each side like a post coital iron cross. I raised my head and looked into her smiling, contented face. I whispered that I loved her before gently kissing her lips. I knew I'd be ready again in no time so I continued kissing, her cheek, her forehead, behind her ear, down her neck.
Still with her eyes closed, Sue moaned as I worked my way to her nipples, sucking, biting, and swirling my tongue around each one before continuing south. By the time I reached her navel, I could feel her body twitching with a series of euphoric tremors.
Luckily for men, God in his infinite wisdom put a woman's clit above the entrance to her magnificent pussy for such occasions. I felt her hand on the top of my head as started teaching her clit with my tongue while inserting my finger below. In just moments, I felt her walls tightening around my finger. She cried out to the almighty again and again as her body wreathed with another climax. I gave her just a moment before entering her again. Her back arched in response, she grabbed the sheets with both hands and screamed. I changed my pace as I continued to make love to my girl. Finally, once again we came together, falling into a sweaty embrace of pure pleasure.
After a little longer recoup time than before, we continued for a third time. I was ready to call Sal and take the night off, but Sue said she was already going to have trouble walking for the next couple of days and told me to go to work. I asked if she'd be there when I got home. She kissed me before telling me no, she hadn't seen her folks in over two weeks and she was going to spend the night with them.
Sue's parents were cool. She was bouncing back and forth between their house and my apartment. Sometimes she'd spend a whole week with me before going home for a couple of nights, but they never gave her any flack about us practically living together. I was a little disappointed she wouldn't be spending the night, but I understood.
After two grueling weeks without my baby, I was flying high in the cab that night. Not even rush hour traffic could break the mood I was in. A couple passengers even commented on how the grin never left my face during the whole drive.
The following day was Saturday. Since I didn't have flight school, Sal would let me work the day shift, seven to three. It was considerably less money, but it gave me Saturday nights with my baby.
During Sue's two weeks in Hollywood, I put some money aside each night so I could take her out for a nice celebratory dinner when she got home. I was sure she'd be at the apartment when I got there, so I stopped off at a party shop and bought her some helium filled balloons saying congratulations. I wanted to surprise her so I was disappointed when I came home to an empty flat.
I was sure she wouldn't be long so I let the balloons bounce off the ceiling just inside the entrance and ran to grab a quick shower. I thought I heard the phone while I was under the water but I wasn't sure. I was so looking forward to seeing Sue that I actually forgot about the phone until I got dressed and walked out to the living room. I was hoping to see her, but I saw the red flashing light on my answering machine instead. I hit the play button...
"Hi, honey. I hope you won't be upset, but I'm going to spend the night with mom and dad, again. We just have so much to talk about and they asked for another night so I said yes. I'll be over tomorrow morning. Maybe we can go out for a late breakfast. Love you, good night honey."
After listening, I wasn't angry, but I was bummed out. We always spent Saturday nights together. If I had known, I'd have worked my regular shift. The night-life crowd always tipped a lot better than the Saturday afternoon shoppers.
I figured I couldn't complain too much. She spent the last four days and nights with me before she left for Hollywood, so they hadn't seen her in two and half weeks. I can't blame her for wanting to spend some time with her folks.
Since I wasn't planning on cooking anything that night, I went to Applebee's for dinner, then watched some TV before going to bed early. I was disappointed to see the balloons were already starting to lose altitude and wondered if they'd be completely deflated by morning.
Evidently, my impatience to see Sue had penetrated my sleep because I was awake at dawn. I really didn't want to get up. I was hoping she'd come in, see me in bed, and climb in next to me, so I just laid there...and laid there. Finally, at nine-thirty, I gave up. I grabbed a shower, got dressed, and was on my second cup of coffee when I heard her key in the door. I'll admit to being a little aggravated by that time, but that lasted as long as it took her to walk over and give me a hello kiss that curled my toes.



"Thank you for the balloons," she said. "I'm guessing you bought those yesterday."
"Yeah, I stopped after work. They were actually filled with Helium and went all the way up to the ceiling. Now they're just kind of floating around at waist level."
"I'm sorry," she chuckled. "I really do appreciate the thought. You're not mad, are you? Mom and Dad kept asking me questions about Hollywood and I couldn't just cut them off."
"No, I'm not mad. I saved up some money and was going to take you out to dinner, but I guess we can do that tonight."
"That sounds fantastic," she said, leaning over and giving me another kiss. "You haven't eaten yet, have you?"
"No, I was waiting for you."
"Good, because I'm taking us out for breakfast. What's the sense of becoming a movie star if I can't treat the man I love?"
All through breakfast, I was getting that feeling again, the feeling that something was wrong. She did most of the talking, which is usually a sign that she's nervous about something. It wasn't until we got back to the apartment that I finally learned what was bothering Sue.
We were sitting on the couch wrapped in each other's arms. She started nervously playing with the buttons on my shirt before looking up at me. "I...I have something to tell you and I'm afraid you're going to be mad," she said, apprehensively.
"I knew something's been bothering you, ever since we talked that night on the phone."
"Yeah, that morning was the first time I'd seen the script," she explained. "I talked with Mom and Dad the other night. Mom kind of took it in stride, but Dad wasn't too pleased. I can only image how you're going to take it."
"Take what, honey?" She was starting to worry me.
"Well, I...have to kiss a guy, and it's not just a peck on the cheek, it's a passionate kiss."
"That's it? Honey, I've seen you kiss guys on the stage before. I know it's only acting."
"Yeah, but...well, I'm topless when I'm doing it."
At first I was stunned. I was not expecting anything like that, certainly not in her first film. "You're topless...as in naked from the waist up?"
She nodded her head. "There's more," she said, sheepishly. "He reaches around from behind me and undoes the buttons of my shirt. I'm not wearing a bra. After the shirt falls open he starts playing with my tits. That's when I turn around and kiss him."
I have no idea what contorted mess my face must have been in, but she took one look and got scared.
"Honey, it's a pretty short scene and we only kissed for a few seconds before they yelled cut."
My mind was split between two trains of thought. Acting or not, I didn't like the idea of some guy playing with Sue's tits, but I was even more concerned about her career.
"Honey, I'm not going to say I'm happy about some guy fondling your tits, but I think before accepting anymore roles, you should ask more questions. You and I have both read about actors who got typecast early in their careers. You certainly don't want to get hired just because they know you'll take your clothes off. You're far too good an actress for that."
"Harry, they didn't hire me simply because they thought I'd take my clothes off," she replied sharply, "and as far as being a good actress—shit, that town is crawling with good actresses, most of them are waiting tables at some greasy spoon. They'd kill for a part like I had."
My head was swimming. Somehow I hadn't given much thought to this aspect of Sue's career, or at least I didn't think I'd be dealing with it so soon. "So what are you saying, that you'll take any part no matter what?"
"No!" she said angrily. "You know me better than that. I'm not going to be doing porn, for Pete's sake. That was a mean thing to say.
"Look, all I'm saying is that I'm not going to turn down a good part simply because it might entail some nudity, I can't. Hell, honey, there's a lot of well-known actresses that do nude scenes."
She was right. At that moment, I remembered watching a very hot sex scene in a movie with Julie Christie and Donald Sutherland. They were both naked as Jay birds. I was trying to be mature and not seem jealous or insecure, but I wasn't sure how I was going to handle it if she took parts like that. I tried to push the thought out of my mind. I'd just have to deal with it, if and when it came up.
"I'm not trying to be mean, honey, it's just...it's just that I hope you'll take parts that show your acting ability and not just your sex appeal, that's all. I love you, babe, and I have all the confidence in the world that you can make it on talent." I saw a small smile.
"You maybe a little prejudiced in that department, honey." Her smile widened as she leaned over and gave me a kiss. "Don't worry, honey, if I don't think a part will be good for my career, I won't take it.
"Mike, the director, told me I should get an agent. He even gave me the name of one to call, Jerry Lundawahl. He said some agents won't even take on a new actress until she's been in several movies, but Jerry will take someone brand new if he thinks they have a future. Mike even said he'd call him and give me a recommendation. If he's my agent, I'm sure he can help me pick the right parts, as well."
The agent sounded like a good idea to me. I smiled and felt much better. She wasted no time and called him the next day. He had already received the call from Mike so I'm guessing it was just a technicality, but he wanted to see her later that week. I really didn't want to take more time away from my flying lessons, so I agreed to let her parents take her to the train station.
She was only supposed to be down there for the day, but after accepting her as a client, Jerry wanted her to get professional pictures taken for her comp cards. The earliest appointment she could get was in two days, so instead of going back and forth again, she just stayed in a cheap motel down there.
The day after she came back, the local repertory company approached her with the lead in a new production. She accepted, but was up front and told them they might need a stand-in if a movie role came up. They agreed, and for a while, between her schedule and mine, we barely got a chance to say hi to one another.
Finally, after about three weeks, things were starting to calm down. Cold readings for the new play were over and Sue was learning her lines. Rehearsals weren't to start for another two weeks, and to her disappointment, she hadn't heard anything from Jerry.
Over the next couple months, things fell into a regular routine. Sue was a smash in the play and had been written up in several of the local paper's theater sections. I had my private pilot's license, but that's when the real work began.
For Sue, the timing couldn't have been better. She really enjoyed her part in the play and was sorry to see it end, but two days later her agent called. That brightened her spirits immediately. I'd have given anything to fly her down there, but renting a plane wasn't in my budget. She didn't really seem too keen on the idea anyway, so once again, I drove her to the train station in Oakland.
This time it was just to read for a part so she was back that night. From there it was a waiting game. They had more actresses to test and who knew how long before the powers that be made up their minds. After three weeks, she still hadn't heard, but in the meantime, she tested for two more parts.
This went on for months. Sue turned down a role for another play because she didn't want to abandon them midway in if Hollywood called.
I think those months were as hard on me as they were on Sue. All I could do was sit there and watch her get her hopes up after testing for a part, only to have them dashed to pieces every time they gave it to someone else. I still had confidence in her talent and knew that if she just hung in there, she'd eventually make it. In spite of my encouragement and rah, rah speeches, however, Sue's self-confidence was deteriorating.
She was deciding whether or not to decline the next part offered by the playhouse when her agent called again. I could see her eyes lighting up as she talked. It was good to see some new enthusiasm as she hung up.
"I have to go to L.A. again tomorrow for another reading," she said with excitement. "Jerry says I'm perfect for the part and thinks I have a great chance at getting it this time. He says it's a break out part. That means it could really boost my career."
"Honey, that's fantastic. What time do you have to be there?"
"Ten," she replied. "I'll have to grab the six o'clock train, honey. Will you be able to take me?"
"Of course," I answered with a big grin. It was good to see her smiling again.
Since we had to be up at four-thirty the next morning, we made an early night of it, but we still took the time for a good-luck quickie.
She was back that night again. I could tell she did well by the restoration of her confidence level. She never stopped talking as we drove home. She told me her character was smart, brassy, and sarcastic. It was a part she could play to the hilt. She was sure that if she could just land that one part it would skyrocket her career.
That night she was my Sue again. We made love until dawn while she told me over and over again, how much she loved me. A few days later she got called back, this time for a screen test in full wardrobe. Things were starting to look very promising. I expected her home that night again, but she called and said she might have to do a third reading the following morning so she was going to stay down there. When I got home that night, the light on my answering machine was flashing. She asked that I not call her. She was going to bed early because she had to be at the studio at seven the following morning. Not being able to hear how everything went was disappointing, but I assumed they must have liked her if they wanted to see her again in the morning.
While all this was going on with Sue, I was working toward my instrument rating. It's kind of like going from grade school into high school, although I still had Carl as my instructor. I really liked him. I knew he liked me too. From the very start he could see how determined I was to become a commercial pilot. So many students drop out once they see how hard it is, and even if they get their private pilot's license, rarely do they go any further.
If Carl had time we'd sit in the airport coffee shop and talk, after my lesson. He was a good looking guy in his early forties, and in addition to teaching, he owned, Sky Blue Charter, his own one man chartering service. He had a sweet little twin engine Cessna, three-ten that he used to fly corporate big-wigs all around. I sometimes joked about us being in the same business, except he didn't have to deal with rush hour traffic.
The more we talked, the more I realized that even though he wore a wedding ring, he never spoke of his wife or family. One day I ask his wife's name. I'd never seen him look as sad as he told me his story.
Her name was Lisa. They fell in love while they were high school seniors. They shared an apartment together all through college and committed to getting married soon after graduation. Carl said he'd never seen her so happy and excited as she and her mother started planning the wedding. They ran around together, making arrangements for the church, the flowers, catering...everything needed for a proper wedding.
After a while, Lisa was starting to feel rundown. At first they all thought it was due to the grueling schedule she was keeping, but they got worried after a couple weeks passed without her feeling any better. Carl insisted she see a doctor. That's where they both learned of her breast cancer.
In spite of two operations and the usual treatments, Lisa's health declined more and more. Carl had tears in his eyes when he told me they had the wedding ceremony in the hospital room with just immediate family members attending. Less than a week later, she passed.
He told me the last time he saw her was after the church service. He stayed behind as everyone else left for the burial site. He kissed her one last time and made sure she was wearing her wedding rings as they closed the casket.
"I was totally lost after that," he told me. "I had no idea what I was going to do with the rest of my life. A couple weeks later I just happened to be walking past a Navy recruiting office. I didn't even think about it. I just walked in and signed up. That's where I learned to fly. Over ten years, they taught me that, and they taught me self-reliance. I'd probably still be in the service if my dad hadn't gotten sick. I applied for my discharge and came home to help him out. When he got better, I bought the three-ten, opened Sky Blue, and started teaching.
"As far as a wife and kids are concerned..." he paused a moment and just stared into space, "I'm not sure if it's because I'm afraid or I simply don't have it in me anymore, but I've never fallen in love again. She was my one and only."
He took a sip of coffee then looked up at me. "Are you a believer, Harry?"
"Ah, not really, Carl. I don't deny the existence of a God, but I can't really say I'm a believer either."
"I am," he replied. "I truly believe that someday Lisa and I will be together again. It's that thought that gets me up in the morning."
After our talk, I appreciated what I had with Sue that much more. That's probably why I expected to see her doing cartwheels when I later picked her up at the train station, but instead she seemed a little subdued. I drove her home and had a little time before having to report in for work so I poured us both a cup of coffee.
"So tell me, how'd it go?"
"Okay," she said after taking a sip of java. "I'm pretty sure I've got the part."
I was surprised to hear that because of her demeanor. I thought sure she was going to tell me they gave it to somebody else. "That's great, honey. You don't seem very excited. Is there something wrong?"
"No, hon, just tired, I guess. I was nervous and didn't get a lot of sleep last night. I met with the casting director this morning. He said he'd be in touch but I stopped by Jerry's afterward, and he said I was in."
"Honey, that's fantastic. Do you know anything more about the movie?"
"No, I don't take off my clothes, if that's what you're asking," she barked with a snotty attitude.
That surprised me. "No, that's NOT what I was asking," I replied in kind. "I didn't even think about that. I was just wondering if you knew what kind of movie it was; a comedy, an adventure flick, a mystery...?"
"I'm sorry, honey. I guess I'm more tired than I realized. It's kind of a half murder mystery, half comedy I guess you'd say. I play a smart-ass rookie cop," she said before taking another sip.
"Honey, I'm sorry to do this to you, but I'm going to spend the night with my folks again. I want to tell them the news and you know Mom and Dad; they'll beg me to spend the night. I'll be back tomorrow night though, I promise."
I remembered the last time she did that. She went over there to talk to her mom about being topless. I was getting that feeling again but she assured me nothing was wrong, so I let it go.
We only had a week together before she got the call from Jerry, telling her she officially had the job. She was one of the last actors hired, so they wanted her down at the studio right away. Shooting was to start in two weeks, and there was a lot to do. There were wardrobe fittings, experiments with hair and make-up, not to mention rehearsals and learning her lines. On a movie set, a lot of the rehearsing and learning lines was done during the filming, but it was still appreciated by the director if the actors were prepared going in, and Sue was determined to show everyone that she was a professional.
This was it. This was the part I had been dreading-being separated for so long. When I dropped her off at the train station, we had no idea how long it would be until we saw each other again. That night the phone started to ring as soon as I walked in the door from work. She was the only one who'd call that late so I ran to the phone and picked up on the third ring.
"Hi, babe."
I heard her giggle. "How'd you know it was me?"
"Because out of all my girlfriends, you're the only one who would call me this late," I joked.
"Uh, huh, I better be your only girlfriend there, buster."
I laughed. "So...how is it?"
"Exciting," she replied. "Everybody's so nice."
"Where are you staying?"
"Ah, I'm sharing another apartment with one of the other actresses again. There's just one problem..."
"What's that?"
"Well, the phone goes through a switch and it closes at eight. I can still call out but I can't get incoming calls after that. I doubt we'll be done shooting by that soon anyway, so I'll have to call you."
"Okay, that's no problem. You know my schedule. Your timing was perfect tonight. I was just walking in when the phone started to ring."
We talked a little longer, but we were both tired after getting up at four-thirty that morning, so we called it a night.
Over the next three months, she was able to make it home for a weekend only twice. Her parents missed her, I missed her, even the theater group missed her. A couple of times I wanted to come down and spend the weekend there, but she told me they shot most weekends, as well, so it would be a wasted trip.
Some nights I'd sit alone and try to imagine our future. What kind of life were we going to have between her off making movies somewhere, and me off flying to who knows where? The thought was depressing as hell.
To stay as sane as possible, I was trying my best to keep busy. I was starting to see the light at the end of the tunnel as far as my instrument rating was concerned. Since I worked in the evenings, my biggest problem was getting air time at night—still, things were progressing. Of course, just when you think everything's going smoothly, that's when the devil jumps up and bites you in the ass.
I needed a few items from the grocery store so I grabbed one of those hand baskets and found what I needed. As I was approaching the check out, something caught my eye...Sue!
Her picture was on the front cover of one of those Hollywood scandal sheets. In denial, I snatched it up from the rack to take a better look. It was her, alright. She was dressed in a flashy red evening gown with a plunging neckline that went almost to her navel, but what really had my blood boiling was the hot-shot she was with. They both had their arms around each other, and the caption above the picture read...
"Hollywood producer, Derek Jones and his new squeeze, actress Susan Bennet step out for a night on the town. Do we hear wedding bells?"
I have no idea how I got home without plowing the car into a light pole. I would have been crying if I hadn't been so damn angry. I knew I couldn't get a hold of her, and it was probably for the best, but I had to call somebody. Her folks were the next most logical to talk to. Mrs. Bennet answered.
"Hi, Mrs. Bennet. I was wondering if you've talked to Sue lately. It's been a couple days since I've heard from her."
"Ah, I talked to her night before last. Why? Is something wrong, Harry? You sound stressed."
"Evidently, you haven't been to the grocery store lately. She's splattered all over the front page of the tabloids with her arms around some Hollywood producer."
"What? No, I haven't seen that."
"The paper is talking about them getting married," I croaked.
"Oh, Harry, that's ridiculous. That girls loves you to death, you know that. I wouldn't get upset. Those tabloids are full of salacious lies. They'll say anything to sell their rags."
I wasn't sure I was buying it. Was Sue sleeping with that guy? She knew my view on fidelity, one strike and you're out. We talked about it. She felt the same way. I guess my silence alerted Sue's mom.



"Harry, please calm down. Since she can't get hold of you until after eleven, we probably talk longer than you guys do because she calls me earlier in the evening. She hasn't said anything to me about meeting another man. In fact, she's been complaining about some of the other cast and how they treat her because she's a rookie."
"You can't tell she's a rookie from the picture. She looks like a cliché of a Hollywood starlet," I grumbled.
"Harry, please wait until you have a chance to talk to her before getting all upset. I'm sure there's a logical explanation."
I was starting to calm down a little, but that didn't mean I wasn't still fuming, I was just fuming a little less. "I'll try," I told Mrs. Bennet. "Do me a favor though. If you talk to her tonight, tell her to call me. I don't care how late it is."
"I will, Harry, but please calm down and try not to yell at her. That'll only cause her more stress and she doesn't need that right now."
"I'll do my best," I replied, while not making any promises.
"Okay, I guess that's all I can ask."
And with that, we hung up.
That night, I wasn't as talkative with my fairs as I usually was. I couldn't get that damn photo out of my head. The phone was ringing as I walked into the apartment after work. I picked it up but didn't even get a chance to say hi.
"It was publicity picture, Harry, nothing more. Jerry set it up. The whole thing was faked."
Well, that pretty much took the wind out of my sails. "So you're not going out with that guy?"
"No, of course not, I only met him the other day. He's going to be producing a new movie. He's actually the one getting the publicity, but Jerry heard about it somehow and talked them into letting me be his supposed date."
"What about that dress? Where'd you get that?"
"From the wardrobe department at the studio. The whole thing was made to look like we were caught by the paparazzi, but the picture was taken by one of the studio photographers. I had to take the dress back right after they took the shot."
I was breathing a lot easier. "Well they sure did a good job. It looked real to me," I chuckled, trying to lighten things up a little.
"Mom told me how upset you were. I had no idea they were going to give it to the tabloids or I would have warned you in advance, I'm sorry."
"Me too. I should have known better, it's just that I haven't heard from you in the last few nights, and..."
"I know. We've been shooting on location the last few nights and by the time we're done and I get back, it's too late to call."
"I understand," I replied.
"Do you? Do you understand that I love you?"
"Yes, honey. I'm sorry for jumping to conclusions. I should have listened to your mother. She said there'd be a logical explanation."
"Mother knows best," she giggled.
We talked longer than we ever had. I guess we both needed to confirm our love for the other. It was almost one in the morning before we said good night.
Four days later, I was hanging around the airport when Carl spotted me. "Hey Harry, just the person I'm looking for. How'd you like to clock some hours toward your instrument certs? It'd be about four hours of IFR, the last hour of which, it'll be dark. The problem is, it's an overnight flight so you'd miss work."
I hated to miss a night's work, but I needed all the "instrument flying rules" air time I could get. "Yeah, Carl, I can't turn it down, where we going?"
"That's the best part, at least for you. I've got to take a couple of corporate big-wigs to L.A. tomorrow, layover for the night, then bring them back the next day.
I figure it'll give you some time with your sweetheart and we'll be back well before three, so you'll only miss one night of work."
That made my day. "Carl, you are a god, I mean it, man, an absolute god."
He chuckled. "Cupid maybe, a god I doubt."
"What time tomorrow?" I asked.
"They're going to meet us in the flight office at four. We'll take off at four-thirty. It's about a two hour flight in the Cessna, so I figure it'll be dark for the last hour."
"I'll be here. Thanks, Carl. I owe you big time."
"No problem, Harry."
"I have to get home and get ready. I'll see you tomorrow," I said as I trotted back to my car. While driving home, I realized I was so excited, I'd forgotten something, I didn't have Sue's address. I was hoping to surprise her but if I had to ask her address... then I thought of something. I wondered if her mom knew it.
I still had a couple hours before I had to be at work, so I gave Mrs. Bennet a call as soon as I got home. I asked her if she had Sue's address.
"Yes, Harry. I had to send her some warmer clothes. She didn't think it would be that chilly down there, but it gets cold at night."
I told her of my plan. She thought it was a great idea and gave me the address. I thanked her and asked that she not tell Sue I was coming. She agreed and we said our goodbyes so I could pack an overnight bag. That night, I was happier than I'd been in a long time. I was just praying that they wouldn't be shooting on location again, but I figured even if they were, her roommate would let me in to wait for her. If that didn't work, I'd just camp out on her doorstep until she came home.
The next day, I got to the airport at three. Carl was already in the office, filing our flight plan when I walked in.
He glanced at his watch and chuckled. "Not anxious to see your girl or anything, are you?"
"Just a little," I replied with a big grin.
He looked down at the small overnight bag I was carrying. "Here," he said while tossing me a set of keys. "Store that in the boot with mine. Our passengers will just have their briefcases with them."
When I came back and tried to return the keys he told me to hang on to them. He said I'd be pulling it out of the hanger in a little while anyway. While waiting for our passengers, we sat and talked over a cup of coffee. He told me he was giving me complete control of the aircraft, but cautioned me about landing at Van Nuys Airport. He said it was one of the busiest light aircraft airports in the world and even he paid extra attention when approaching at night. He told me he was confident I could handle it, but if I had any doubts, to just let him know and he'd take over.
Our passengers were right on time so we were airborne by four-thirty five. One of them got a little nervous right after takeoff. We were still climbing when Carl gave me instructions.
"Level off at seventy-five hundred feet and maintain airspeed of a hundred and eighty knots," he told me.
The distinguished gentleman sitting behind Carl leaned forward so he could be heard. "Excuse me, Carl, but may I ask why you have to give him instructions? Is he not an experienced pilot?"
Carl could hear the apprehension in his voice. "Relax, Mr. Henson. Harry's an excellent pilot, but I'm the one who filed the flight plan so I have to let him know what was in it."
"Oh, I see." He turned his head toward me. "Nothing personal, young man, you just look a little young to be a pilot."
"No problem, Mr. Henson." He looked relieved and sat back in his seat. I looked over at Carl who gave me a wink.
The entire flight went as smooth as silk and at six-fifteen we made contact with the tower at Van Nuys who gave us landing instructions. As much as I loved to fly, I couldn't wait to touch down so I could see my baby. Our landing was so soft, Carl looked over and gave me big grin. Ground control gave us clear taxiing instructions, and before we knew it, our feet were hitting the tarmac. Our passengers thanked us for a smooth flight and confirmed our return flight arrangements. Once they left, Carl and I grabbed our bags from the boot.
Carl looked at his watch. "Six-thirty-five, Harry, you'd better get going. Meet me in the flight office at ten-thirty tomorrow morning. In the meantime, have fun," he said with a big grin.
I rushed through the airport and grabbed the first cab in line. I handed him a paper with the address on it, but told him we had to first find a florist that was still open.
"No problem," he told me. "Sunset Florist is only a couple blocks from where you're going. I'm pretty sure they stay open till eight or nine."
We struck up a conversation right away. I told him I did what he did for a living and why I was in L.A. He turned out to be a really nice guy. We stopped at the florist and I bought a dozen yellow roses, Sue's favorites. The driver wished me a life-time of happiness when he dropped me off and I gave him a good tip.
The apartment building had an elevator but I knew I could run up three flights of stairs quicker. Within a few seconds I was standing in front of her door. My heart was beating like Buddy Rich was playing it with his drumsticks. The door had a peep hole so in keeping with my surprise, I raised the flowers in front of my face and rung the bell.
It turned out to be me who was surprised when I heard a man's voice through the door. "Who is it?"
For an instant, my heart fell. Then I remember my promise not to jump to conclusions. For all I knew it could be someone helping her with her lines, or it could even be her roommate's boyfriend, there were a thousand innocent scenarios.
I wanted to maintain my surprise so I answered, "deliver boy. I have flowers for Miss Sue Bennet."
I saw a shadow behind the peephole. I still had the flowers in front of my face when the door opened. It was the same guy I saw in the picture, only this time he was dressed much more casually. His bare feet and hairy legs disappear into nothing more than a white bathrobe. My mind was having a hard time processing what I was seeing. I lowered the flowers, but couldn't speak.
"Who is it, hon..." Sue appeared from what I assumed was the bedroom while tying the sash of her own robe. Her words stuck in her throat when she saw me.
"It's a deliver boy with flowers for you, babe," he said, before seeing the look on her face.
"Harry." It was almost a whisper.
Mr. Dapper-Dan looked almost as surprised as she did. "Harry--your Harry?"
"Not anymore," I stated, finally finding my voice. I had never felt rage like that before or since. I'm lucky I didn't have a gun. Instead, I threw the flowers in his face while hauling back to hit him as hard as I could. He was a little bigger than me but I nailed him good. He went down and stayed there.
I took one last look at Sue. The look of regret on her face couldn't have been plainer if she'd had it tattooed across her forehead. Tears had already streaked her cheeks. I didn't say anything; I simply turned and walked down the stairs. I heard Sue crying as I left.
Neither was dressed to come after me, but I wasn't taking any chances. I was in no mood to listen to any bullshit. As soon as I got outside, I walked to the nearest corner and turned. I did the same at the next corner. I spotted a cab and told him to take me to the cheapest hotel in town. It was the last time I saw her until she climbed into the back seat of my cab.
*****
I was stealing glances of her in the rear view mirror as I drove. Even wet, she was still gorgeous. She caught me looking and our eyes locked on each other's reflection. She looked at my license on the back of the seat and saw my name. Her eyes flashed back up to mirror and I saw a small smile. "How have been, Harry?"
"Not bad, Sue; how about yourself?"
She didn't answer me, just turned her face back to the side window with a sad expression. I wondered if it was the look of regret. I'd heard that she had married Derek, but I didn't know if they were still together. I admit to being curious. "How come you're out alone, tonight? Where's your hubby?"
"Huh," she chuckled, "probably out fucking his newest starlet."
I know it sounds childish, but I did get a small sense of satisfaction from her answer. I wanted to ask her more, but instead my mind turned back to that night in Hollywood.
*****
My cab driver did just what I'd requested. I should have probably asked for the second cheapest hotel in town. The closet in my apartment was bigger than my room, but I didn't really care. I laid in bed that night, trying hard not to cry. I wasn't going to give her the satisfaction, but after fighting the tears back for hours, I finally gave up and let it out.
It was almost dawn before I regained my manhood. After running out of tears, I lied there just staring at the ceiling for a while. I'd never thought of my future without her in it until then. "Fuck her," I finally said out loud. "She chose her career over our life together. There's nothing I can do about it now, so fuck her."
I got up and went into the small dingy bathroom to wash my face, but I looked so bad I decided a shower was more in order. The faucets squeaked as I turned them. The water was warm, at best, and came out in more of a trickle than a shower, but any port in a storm, as they say.
Carl did a double-take when I met him at the airport. "Jesus, Harry, you look like hell; everything okay?"
"Let's just say things didn't go as planned," I replied.
"Oh hell, I'm sorry to hear that; you going to be okay to fly?"
"Yeah, I'll be fine. I'll go in the washroom and wash up a little more so I look presentable when they get here."
I looked and felt better by the time our passengers arrived. The flight back turned out to be therapeutic. Flying had always been my second love, right behind Sue. After that night it moved up to the forefront. I would no longer concern myself with her. From that time on, I would dedicate myself to one goal, getting my commercial pilot's license.
We got back to Frisco a little after one that day. I went right home to grab a real shower and change clothes. That night, I tried to keep my mind off Sue but mental images of her kept floating through my brain. Later, my phone started ringing five minutes after I walked in the door. It must have rung twenty times before she gave up. Ten minutes later, it started again. I walked over and disconnect the phone jack from the back.
The next morning, I plugged the phone back in. Twenty minutes later it started ringing again. I knew Sue would be filming at that time of day, so I answered it, after all, it could have been Carl with another flight. "Hello."
For several moments, I heard nothing on the other end, then... "Ah, I...sh...she wanted me to call you, but I don't know what to say, Harry."
"There's nothing TO say, Mrs. Bennet. Did you know?"
"Harry, don't you think I would have warned her, if I'd known?"
"Yeah, of course, I guess I'm still not thinking right," I replied.
"I...to be honest, when she came back after her audition, she...she told me she had to sleep with somebody to get the part...but she said it was the one and only time she'd ever do that. She told me the role was so perfect for her that she knew she'd be getting offers from then on with no strings.
"That night she was here, she asked me about telling you. I told her she'd lose you if she did. She bawled for twenty minutes at just the thought. I honestly had no idea she was still sleeping with the guy. I'm so sorry, Harry. She knows you'll never take her back. I listened to her cry over the phone until two o'clock this morning."
I should have guessed about her fucking some guy to get that part in the first place. I remembered how funny she was acting when she came back and told me she got it. Now I was pissed at her mother, too, although the deed had already been done, so I guess there wasn't much she could do.
"She's right about me never taking her back, Mrs. Bennet. She traded me for her career. I'd say I hope it works out for her, but I'd be lying. Goodbye, Mrs. Bennet."
Never did I think I'd ever say or think anything like that about my Sue, but it's true what they say about love and hate. There's a very thin line between the two and I had crossed it. For a while after that, I bounced between despair and anger. It took a good month before I could talk myself out of dwelling on my feelings of loss and betrayal. I finally realized I was doing myself no good. I needed to leave it in the past and go on with my life.
Four months later, with Carl's help, I had enough hours in the air to get my instrument rating. It was making a dent in my wallet because I was taking time off from work, but if I ever wanted to get my commercial license, it had to be done.
I think Carl was almost as proud as I was. Not many student pilots go on to get their commercial license, so Carl admired my fortitude and was convinced I'd make it. He even talked me up to others at the airport who might want a flying companion. Even so, it took me just under two years to become a full-fledged commercial pilot, but I did it.
By that time Carl and I were best friends. He took me out to his favorite watering hole to celebrate. I'm not much of a drinker, but we shared a couple of beers over some interesting conversation.
"So, Harry, what now? Still thinking about moving to L.A.?"
"No, that was because of Sue. No, I'll probably stay here in Frisco unless I get a good offer somewhere else."
Carl sat back in his chair and stared at the beer bottle he was turning around in his hand. "I'm thinking about expanding the business," he finally said. "I've had my eye on a Golden Eagle, Executive, for a couple of weeks now. It's one of the later models and carries ten passengers. She's absolutely gorgeous. I can get it on a two year lease with an option to buy.
"There's plenty of business out there. I have no doubt I could easily make the nut on the plane, especially if I can keep the three-ten in the air at the same time."
He looked up at me. "That's where you come in, if you'd like. Would you like to come work for me?"
He saw my eyes open wide. "I want you to think about it, Harry. You'd of course have to quit your other job. I...
"Yes," I said, cutting him off. "I don't have to think about it, Carl, the answer is yes."
"Harry, you haven't even heard what I can pay yet."
"I don't care. I'll live in a tent if I have to."
He smiled. "Well, let's hope it doesn't come to that. I can start you out at three-fifty a week. Once I get the Golden Eagle pulling her own weight, I'll be able to give you considerably more. Does that sound workable?"
"Carl, it sounds like heaven to me," I exuberantly told him.
"Okay, I imagine you'll want to give the cab company notice. I have to get you registered with FAA and get all the insurance and tax forms done anyway. Would you be able to start two weeks from Monday?"
"Sure."
"Okay, it's a done deal," he said, stretching his arm across the table for a handshake.
He was right. In six months both planes were in the air a lot more than they in the hanger. By the end of my first year, I was making twice what I did as a cab driver while doing what I always dreamed of. I even bought a new bedroom set for the apartment.
The only drawback to the job was the solitude on some of the longer flights. It wasn't like driving a cab. In the plane you had to talk over the sound of the engines so passengers weren't very talkative. As a result, I had plenty of time to think...sometimes fantasize...sometimes remember.
At times I wondered how Sue was doing. I really hadn't heard much at all. I didn't know if that movie she was making ever came out in the theaters; nor did I hear anything about the first movie, the one where she was topless. About the only thing I knew for sure, even after all that time, the hole she put in my heart was still there. Sometimes, on a long night flight, I'd close my eyes and remember some of the good times we had. Of course, then the anger would come back to life and I'd curse her again for destroying what we had together.
Carl bought the Golden Eagle as soon as the two year lease was up. By that time our feet hardly ever touched the ground anymore, and he was starting to think about buying a third aircraft.



We were taking advantage of the little free time we had one night, by grabbing a bite to eat at Plato's. "I saw on the roster, you're taking Senator Hayes to Tucson tomorrow morning. Ever met him?" Carl asked.
"No, have you?"
"Oh yeah, he's a jackass with capital ass," he replied. "I sometimes fly him and his buddies to Vegas. He likes playing Mr. Bigshot by chartering the flight, himself."
"How can he afford to do that? Fricken state senators don't make that much, do they?"
Carl chuckled, "No, his family has money. I'll say this for him, though; he has excellent taste in secretaries. I've seen him with two or three different ones and every one of them was a knock out. My guess is he hires them to bang. I doubt if any of them can take dictation."
"He's not married?"
"Oh, I'm pretty sure he is, but that never stops men like him. Hell, not having a beautiful mistress would be bad for his bigshot image," Carl chuckled again.
The next morning, I met Senator Hayes for the first time. I'll say one thing for Carl, when he's right, he's right. Accompanying the senator was one of the most beautiful women I'd ever seen. She had raven black hair with sparkling, deep blue eyes. She stood about five-eight, but she was wearing three inch heels, and even with the conservative business suit she was wearing, it was easy to see her figure was that of a goddess. When I introduced myself, she gave me a smile that would melt the polar ice cap.
"Hi," she said, shaking my hand. "I'm Lori."
"Nice to meet you, Lori." She looked a little scared. "Have you flown in a light aircraft before," I asked her.
"No, I'm a little nervous."
"I assure you the plane is in excellent condition and I'm about the best pilot in the world," I said, trying to keep a straight face.
"Oh, you are?" She laughed. "Are you as good as you are humble?"
Before I could answer, the senator joined the conversation. "Yeah, yeah, come on, I have to be at that meeting by eleven. Let's get going,"
Lori looked like she didn't want to go but put her head down and followed her boss outside. Hayes, obviously having no idea what it was to be a gentleman, was the first one in the plane. I helped Lori in before taking the pilot's seat. As we buckled up, I told her we'd be flying over the Sequoia National Park and the tip of Death Valley during our trip. It seemed to relax her a little, at least until take off. I heard her as our wheels left the ground.
"Oh God!"
Once I got to cruising altitude I looked over my left shoulder. She seemed to have calmed down and was gazing out the window. It was a beautiful day, just as clear as it could be. I turned the other way and saw Hayes. His briefcase was sitting open on his lap and he was reading some papers. I assumed they were notes for his meeting.
We'd been in the air for about an hour. Up to that point, the flight had been smooth as glass...then all hell broke loose.
A Gulf Stream overtook us from above and dropped down in front of us while descending. I didn't even have time to react before flying right into his vortex. The little Cessna rapidly lost altitude and was forced into a violent, hundred and eighty degree role to the left. I heard all kinds of commotion behind me, including a defining scream from Lori, but I was too busy fighting to get the plane stable again, to be able to do anything about it.
It was the kind of thing I trained for in flight school, but never thought I'd have to use. I forced myself to stay calm and pushed the yoke forward to relieve some of the drag and get the nose up, then applied full ailerons to complete the roll and upright the plane again. Once I saw a level horizon line, I eased the yoke back to gain some altitude and banked until I knew for sure I was above the vortex. As soon as I knew it was safe, I levelled off and engaged the autopilot so I could check on my passengers.
"What the fuck happened," Hayes yelled.
I ignored him to check on Lori. She was out cold and had a nasty cut above her right eye. The senator's briefcase was lying on the floor and papers were scattered all over. It wasn't hard to determine what happened. The briefcase went flying and hit Lori just above her right temple. It also looked like she hit the other side of her head against the fuselage.
I grabbed the first aid kit and dressed the wound as good as I could. She still hadn't awakened.
"She'll be okay," stated Hayes. "I'll make sure she sees a doctor when we get to Tucson."
Again, I ignored him. I got back in my seat and took stock of where we were. Bakersfield was nearest airport. I radioed their tower and reported the Gulf Stream and the resulting wake turbulence. I told them I had an injured passenger aboard and needed a new heading. I was going to divert our course for an emergency landing. I also requested an ambulance be waiting for us when we touched down.
"What are you doing?"
"Senator, I'm sorry, but I'm not flying for another two hours with an injured passenger aboard. We're going to land at Bakersfield and get her to a hospital. I also have to get the plane thoroughly checked out to make sure it wasn't damaged."
"You listen to me, I paid you to get me to Tucson, and that's where we're going or I'll sue you and your partner for every fucking penny you've got," he bellowed.
"I'm sure that'll look great in the headlines. Senator sues pilot for making emergency landing with the senator's injured secretary aboard."
I dialed in our new heading. Ten minutes later Bakersfield had a cleared runway and a couple of fire trucks waiting for us, just in case. I held my breath the whole way down and didn't exhale until we were safely on the ground. Two guys approached with a gurney.
"Where are you taking her?" I asked.
"Memorial," one of them answered. She was still unconscious as they put her in the ambulance.
"You can kiss your pilot's license goodbye," yelled the prick. "I'll make sure you never fly again."
By then, ignoring him was becoming a habit. I walked into the flight office to make arrangements to have the plane checked out. I was also trying to remember Carl's schedule. I had to call him and let him know what was going on.
I finally tracked him down in Portland and gave him the whole scoop. He told me I did the right thing and not to worry about Hayes. When I was done with the call, Peg, the girl behind the desk told me asshole was able to talk another pilot into taking him to Tucson for the right price. I have to say, I was relieved I didn't have him to deal with any longer.
When I got back outside, I was informed by the maintenance crew that they wouldn't be able to check my plane out until the following day. I asked one of them how far the hospital was and grabbed a cab.
When I got there they asked if I was a relative. I told them no, but I was there when the accident happened. The next question was if I knew who her insurance was with. I told them she worked for the state and that her boss was a state senator. That seemed to appease them. When I asked about her condition, they told me that the cut above her right eye took five stitches and she had a concussion. They were admitting her overnight to keep an eye on her. If there were no complications they'd release her the next day. They said I could see her if I wanted to wait until they got her situated.
It was almost an hour before they said I could go up to her room. That beautiful face had taken a beating. She had a big bandage on the right side of her head but I could still see the shiner she had. Her eye was almost swollen closed and was an angry color of purple. I just gave her a big smile. "Hi, how're you feeling?"
She looked surprised to see me. "Okay, I guess. What happened? Where's Senator Hayes?"
"Ah, he found another ride," I replied.
She looked a little stunned. "He just left me here? How am I supposed to get home?"
I wondered how well she knew him. "How long have you worked for him, Lori?"
"Two months," she grumbled, "two long aggravating months."
"It sounds like you're not a fan of the good senator," I commented.
"He's a pig," she retorted. "I hadn't been there a week before he started hitting on me. He's a married man with two kids, for Pete's sake."
I pulled a chair up to the bed and took a seat. "I, ah...I know your maiden voyage was anything but reassuring, but I'm going to be stuck here overnight as well. I'd be happy to take you home."
She looked like she was thinking it over. "What happened anyway?"
"Ah, another plane—a jet, cut right in front of us. When a plane is flying, it causes wind turbulence at the wingtips called a vortex," I told her, moving my fingers in a rotating motion to simulate the air current. "They call it 'wake turbulence.' When our plane hit it, it threw us into a roll. Hayes had his briefcase sitting on his lap. It flew across and hit you. I don't know if you hit the other side of your head from that or the roll of the plane, but either way you got a double whammy."
"Does that happen often, this turbulence thing?"
"No, no...it should never happen. I have no idea what that other pilot was thinking, but I'm pretty sure he'll be grounded for a while."
She just lay there staring at me for a few moments. She finally made up her mind. "Okay, if it's no trouble to take me home, I'll go with you tomorrow."
"No you won't," we heard from a third voice behind me. "If you're talking about going home in a plane, I'd highly advise against it. You have a concussion, young lady. Flying can aggravate it. You need to stay out of airplanes for at least a couple of weeks."
"Doctor, I live in San Francisco. How am I supposed to get home?"
"There are plenty of trains and busses," he replied. "They'll take you anywhere you want to go."
That was disappointing, but I certainly didn't want to jeopardize her health. "They probably have Amtrak here. I'll check the schedule and let you know tomorrow. Don't worry, Lori, we'll get you home," I told her.
"Doctor, do you know what time you'll be releasing her?"
"If there're no overnight complications, we'll let her go at eleven tomorrow morning," he replied.
The next day, I was up early. I called the airport to see what time they were planning to check out my plane. Peg told me they were already on it, but she hadn't heard if they found anything yet.
Next I walked to a little family restaurant for some breakfast. I asked the waitress about trains and she pointed me in the direction of the Amtrak. I took a cab over and got a schedule. It was a little past ten when I got to the hospital. I didn't see her when I walked into her room, but she heard me enter and poked her head out from bathroom door. She was all dressed and just putting on the finishing touches of makeup.
"Hi, Harry. You didn't have to come by. One of the nurses told me there's an Amtrak station not far from here. I'm just going to grab a cab and wait for the next train."
"Hey, you're my responsibility until you're safely home," I said with a smile. "I've got a schedule right here. The next train leaves a little after noon. That gives me time to buy you lunch. It's four hours to Oakland and I don't think they offer food."
She finished with her lipstick and joined me in the room. "You really want to be seen with me in public?"
"I would be honored," I said. "If anyone says anything about your shiner, we'll blame it on the senator."
That gave her a good laugh. "Now that sounds like a plan," she chuckled. "Okay, but I should be the one buying lunch."
"No way, like I said, you're my responsibility until you walk through your own door."
As I got to know her better over a couple of hamburgers, I really liked her. She was funny and cheery, kind and thoughtful. For the first time since my break up with Sue, I found myself wanting to spend time with a woman.
After lunch, I ran her to the train station and stayed with her until she left. As soon as the train was out of sight, I high-tailed it to the airport. I saw the head of maintenance who told me everything checked out fine. I gave the billing info to the office and by one-fifteen I was in the air. I was bucking a head wind during the whole trip, but I still made it in plenty of time to get to the train station.
It was the first time I'd been there since dropping off Sue. It felt a little strange as I walked in. A sudden sadness hit me like a hammer. I checked my watch and saw I still had fifteen minutes, so I walked into the washroom and rinsed my face. I remember looking up into the mirror and imagining Sue standing behind me...a ghost from the past. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened them again she was gone.
Through the door, I could hear them announcing the trains as they pulled into the station. Number seven-fifteen, that was Lori's. It had only been a few hours, but I felt my heart start to beat faster as I thought about seeing her again. I was waiting for her as she stepped off the train. She was genuinely startled to see me.
"Harry! How...I mean what...I mean...I wasn't expecting to see you here. What are you doing here? How did you get here so quick?"
"I have an airplane, remember?"
"Yes, but...I just didn't expect..."
"Lori, please believe me, I'm not stalking you or trying to crowd you, but I do feel responsible for what happened and I just want to make sure you get home safe and sound."
She looked at me a little hesitantly, but then came that gorgeous smile of hers. "Okay, and for the record, I didn't think you were stalking me. I just don't want to put you out like this. I know what happened wasn't your fault."
It was my turn to smile, but I think mine was more of a big, goofy grin. "Let me help you with your briefcase. My car is right around the corner."
We talked some more in the car. She told me she was going to start job hunting again, because she was giving Hayes her two week notice as soon as she got back to the office. I told her I flew a bunch of corporate big-wigs around all the time, so I'd ask around for her. When we pulled into the parking lot of her apartment complex, I turned and gave her a big smile.
"Can I help you with your briefcase?"
"No, I think I can handle it from here," she replied, while returning my smile. "I really do appreciate everything you've done. You're very kind. Your wife is a lucky lady."
Ah ha, I thought, she's fishing. That must mean she's at least a little interested. "No wife," I explained. "How about you, you got a big handsome guy waiting for you inside?"
"Not unless you count my cat."
"In that case, I still owe you a flight."
"I'm sorry?"
"A flight--your boss paid for a flight and we can't really count yesterday, so I still owe you. The doc said two weeks, so how about three weeks from Sunday. I'll pick you up here and take you on a sightseeing tour of the bay area like you've never seen. How about it?"
"I don't know, Harry, I'll have to think about it," she said with some reluctance in her voice...and just when I thought she really liked me, but I wasn't going to give up that easily.
"Okay, then, let me take you out to dinner between now and then and try to convince you."
Again, she hesitated, but finally brought her briefcase to her lap, opened it, and took out a business card and a pen. She wrote on the back of the card and handed it to me. "Here's my home number, Harry, call me."
That's how it started, a little bumpy in the beginning but what a ride. We actually went out to dinner twice in the following two weeks. Getting her up in the plane again was a little more challenging. She was extremely nervous. I couldn't blame her after what happened.
"Promise no more of those whirlybird things, right?"
I had to chuckle. "You mean wake turbulence?"
"Whatever, just keep this thing level this time."
"I'll do my best," I said as I started pulling back on the yoke. It was a beautiful day and within minutes we were surrounded by nothing but blue sky. She was in awe as we flew over the Golden Gate. From there we headed south along the mountain ranges.
I felt her tap me on my shoulder and leaned back to be able to hear her better.
"It really is beautiful down there. Where are we?"
"We're about a hundred and twenty miles southeast of Frisco," I informed her. "In a few more minutes we'll turn west. Have you ever seen the Monterey coast line?"
"Once," she answered.
"Well, you're about to see it from a whole new perspective," I told her. A few minutes later I made an easy bank and headed for the Pacific. Once we cleared land, I banked north and followed the coastline at an altitude of five hundred feet almost all the way back home. I kept hearing ooh's and ah's as we passed along the rocky shores. Once I got close to the city, I had to gain altitude again.
After touching down and taxiing to a stop, I exited the plane first so I could help Lori down. As soon as her feet hit the tarmac she wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a kiss. Up to that point, she'd given me a couple pecks on the cheek after dinner, so this was a total surprise.
"Oh, I have to take you for rides more often," I said, with a big grin.
"Harry, that was amazing. Thank you so much. I'll never be afraid to go up with you again." And she wasn't.
We also started dating on a regular basis. It was strange, at no time since breaking up with Sue, had I felt anything for another woman, but Lori had rekindled feelings that I hadn't felt in years. From the moment I laid eyes on her, I was infatuated. The more I was in her company the harder it was when we were apart.
The first time we made love was incredible. Before Lori, I dated some and even got laid now and then. I agreed with the old adage that even bad sex is good sex, but sex isn't the same as making love. I'd almost forgotten what that felt like.
Just seeing her undressed made my heart pound. She stood before me, bared in body and soul. The touch of her skin was like the dawn of new day. Every kiss burned my lips with passion. I wanted to explore every inch, discover every secret her body possessed. I wanted to make her my own. I wanted to show her she needed no other lovers.
With each gentle kiss, each caress of my fingers tips, Lori shook with passion. Her nipples stood proudly at my touch. My cock was hardened steel as I entered her. Cries of ecstasy echoed from the bedroom walls over and over again. By the end of the night we both knew we would spend the rest of our lives together.
When the lease on my apartment was up for renewal, Lori asked me to move in with her. Six months later we made it legal. It was a small wedding; friends and family totaled about thirty-five people. Carl was my best man and Elsa, Lori's best friend, acted as her maid of honor. As a wedding present, Carl gassed up the three-ten and told us it was ours to use for the honeymoon so we flew out to Catalina Island for ten glorious days.
As the years marched on, we had a son, Kyle, and a daughter, Jeanine. Thank God, they both took after their mother in looks and intelligence. Kyle, however, was interested in flying almost before he could walk. He was most definitely a chip off his old man's block.
Carl was their godfather, but they both called him Uncle Carl from the time they could speak. He became a staple in our home and we became the family he never had. It was a shame he never had kids of his own because he would have made a wonderful father.
Over time, Carl added two more planes to the fleet and asked me to interview pilots. When I gave him my recommendations he hired them on the spot without even interviewing them first. Throughout the following years he gave me more and more responsibility, along with more money. As long as I could stay in the air, I had no problem with it.




I saw Carl almost every day so I didn't notice it until Lori said something. "Honey, Carl's looking awful peaked lately, is he okay?"
"He is?"
"You haven't noticed? He looks pale and he's definitely losing weight."
"Now that you mention it, yeah, he is looking a little scrawny these days. I guess I just figured he's getting older. He's getting up there, honey. He's going to be sixty-three in another couple of months."
"No," she said, shaking her head. "It's more than that. There's something wrong."
"I'll see him tomorrow morning before I take off for Portland. I'll ask him if he's feeling okay."
"I think you should insist he sees a doctor, honey. I have a bad feeling."
I confronted him the next morning but he put me off, saying we'd discuss it later. I brought it up a couple more times during the week, but he kept stalling. Lori was getting on my case, saying I should throw him in the car and drive him to the doc's myself. Then, one night he called, said he checked the roster and saw I had nothing up the following Thursday afternoon and told me to meet him at his lawyer's. I'd been there with him on several occasions for various things so I knew where it was.
That Thursday, I walked into Jim Castner's office and joined Carl who was already there. I took a seat beside him and waited to find out what it was all about. It turned out to be the furthest thing from my mind.
Carl turned toward me. "Harry, I'm retiring."
I was so shocked it took me a minute to process what he'd just said. "Carl, I...what do mean retiring? You're not even sixty-five yet. You've got a lot of good years ahead of you...You..."
"It's no use trying to talk me out of it, Harry. I've made up my mind."
I was dumbfounded and just sat there staring at him.
"I'm selling the whole kit and caboodle to you..."
"Carl, there's no way I can afford to buy..."
"...for one dollar," he said, finishing what he was saying before I interrupted him.
This whole thing didn't make any sense. "What do you mean a dollar? We're talking about four airplanes and the business you've built up over decades of hard work. There's no way you can sell all that for a dollar."
"Actually, there is. That's why we're here. Mr. Castner has drawn up a contract to make it all nice and legal." He slid the document over to my side of the lawyer's desk. "He and his secretary have already signed as witnesses. All you have to do is sign on the dotted line, give me a dollar, and you'll be the new owner of Sky Blue Charter."
I just sat there without even reaching for the contract. It was absurd. There was no way I was going to take advantage of him like that. I wondered if he'd lost his mind; maybe his problem was more mental than physical.
"Carl, I'm not signing. If I can't talk you out retiring then I'll find some way to buy the business for what it's worth. I'll see about taking out a loan. If worse comes to worse, we can work out a deal where I pay you from the profits."
He looked at his lawyer. Castner just shrugged his shoulders. "I told you he wouldn't go for it. You've got tell him, Carl. He deserves to know anyway."
Now I was alarmed. "Know what?"
Carl sighed. Whatever it was, he really didn't want to tell me.
"I...I'm dying."
Talk about being stunned. I froze in my chair. I couldn't move, couldn't talk, I just sat there staring at him.
"I have pancreatic cancer. The doctor gives me four months on the outside. You've been like a son to me, Harry. For almost twenty years, your family has been my family. Everything I have, I've left to you, Lori, and the kids. It's all in my will.
"The business, however, I want to sell to you outright. I don't want you to have any legal hassles or problems with inheritance taxes. Hopefully, you won't anyway, my will is pretty well spelled out, but I don't want to take any chances. Jim says this is the easiest and most sure fire way to make sure you get the business free and clear."
My mind was going two-forty. It was hard to think. I could feel tears welling up in my eyes. "I'll do it under one condition," I finally said.
"What's that?"
"You buy it back for the same price once you beat this thing. If anyone can beat it, Carl, it's you. I know you can do it, and when you do I'll sell Blue Sky back to you for the same dollar."
"You got it," he said with a smile.
I signed the contract then took a dollar out of my pocket. I wrote on the back of it, This dollar to be held in trust for the purchase of Blue Sky Charter.
On the drive home that day, I wondered how I was going to tell Lori and the kids. He was part of the family. I decided to tell Lori first, then we'd all get together and I'd tell the kids. Everyone took it about how I had expected, we all bawled our eyes out.
Over the next couple of months, Carl spent as much time with us as he could. He was always upbeat and never let the smile leave his face. Then one day Lori called me to the phone.
"Honey, it's Eileen from the flight office. She sounds worried."
I took the phone and said hello.
"Harry, I need you down here right away," she gasped.
"Where, the flight office? Why, what's going on?"
"I don't want to say anything over the phone. Please, I need you."
"Okay, I'm on my way," I replied. I told Lori where I was going but had no idea what time I'd be back. I jumped in the car and was walking into the flight office twenty minutes later. "Now, Eileen, what's going on?"
"It's Carl, I...he took off a little while ago and...Harry, I...I don't think he's coming back."
"What do you mean he's not coming back? Where's he headed?"
"I don't know. He showed up about an hour ago in an old beat up Piper Cub. It didn't even look like it was airworthy. When I asked him about it, he said it was good enough for what he needed it for. We talked about old times for a little while then I got busy. The next thing I knew he was taking off in that rattle trap."
That didn't sound like Carl. He was always a stickler for maintaining his aircraft. "Let me see his flight plan."
"He didn't file one, Harry. I've been trying to reach him on the radio but he won't answer me."
Okay, now she really had my attention. Carl would never take off without filing a flight plan. I grabbed the radio mic and Eileen started trying different frequencies as I yelled out his name. I finally heard his voice.
"Hi, Harry."
"Carl, where are you?" I asked in a panicky voice. "I need you to get back here, now!"
"Sorry, old buddy, no can do."
I knew Eileen was right. I could hear it in his voice. He wasn't planning on coming back. "Carl, please don't do this. Don't rob your family of what time we have left together. For me and Lori, for the kids, please, please turn that thing around and come back."
"She's here, Harry. Lisa, she's sitting right beside me. I can feel her presence."
By then I was crying so hard I could barely talk. "Please, please Carl, come back."
"I love you, Harry. I love you and Lori and the kids with all my heart, but now I want to be with my Lisa. Please tell everyone I said goodbye."
The radio went silent. I knew he had to be headed out to sea. There was no way he'd chance going down in a populated area. I called the Coast Guard, but without Carl filing a flight plan I had no idea of his altitude, how much gas he had, or even in what direction he was headed.
After hanging up, there was no way we could keep it together. Eileen and I broke down in each other's arms. It was an hour before I felt I could drive home. Lori took one look at me when I walked in.
"Is it Carl?" she asked.
I still couldn't talk. I just nodded my head. She threw her arms around me and sobbed into my chest while I held her.
The Coast Guard launched a search but gave up after a week with no sign of the wreckage. I arranged a memorial service about a month later. A couple hundred people showed up, some told stories and gave tribute to a man they liked and admired. I had gone over to his house and found an old photo of him and Lisa together. I had it blown up and displayed it with a note saying, "Together again." Somehow it made things a little easier.
Later that year, my son, Kyle, got his private pilot's license just before graduating high school. He had a head on his shoulders and had a clear cut plan for his future. He wanted to go to a college that offered a good business curriculum so he could help his old man run the charter service. Since Carl had left education trust funds for both the kids, I thought it would be a fitting tribute to him.
Jeanine was no dummy either. She wanted to be a teacher and the trust fund from Carl would insure it. She was only a grade behind Kyle in school, so within a year of each other, both kids had left the nest for college. Of course, they both returned for the summers. Kyle got in enough flying time that he had his commercial pilot's license before getting his MBA.
Jeanine met a guy in her sophomore year and it appeared I was going to be popping for a wedding soon after she graduated.
A couple years later, with both kids out of the nest for good, Lori spoke the five words that strikes fear in the hearts of married men everywhere, "honey, we have to talk." I followed her into the den where she already had a bottle of wine and two glasses waiting for us. She was smiling when we sat on the love seat together, but looked more serious after we both took a sip of wine.
"Honey, have you given any thought to retiring?"
"Retiring? Honey, I'm still in my fifties, why would I think of retiring?"
"For me, Harry, or I should say, for us. The kids are gone, half the time your trips are overnighters...I'm lonely, honey. We have plenty of money. You're always bragging about how well Kyle is running the business—fine, let him run it. I want to enjoy the rest of our lives together while we still can. Honey, none of us have any guarantees for tomorrow. Our silver anniversary is coming up. Let's use it as a launching pad for the rest of our lives."
It actually sounded pretty good. I'd never retire from flying, but the business... I named myself as CEO and my son as the president. I took a moderate salary but the rest was his.
For our anniversary, Lori and I took a two week cruise. We dined on gourmet food, danced till our feet hurt, and made love till dawn every night. It was literally heaven on earth...or should I say-sea.
From there we saw Paris and London. Copenhagen was next, damn what a beautiful city. A couple months after that, I borrowed the three-ten, and we puddle-jumped our way across the country on our way to Nova Scotia. There we rented a car and just drove, stopping when we got tired, and eating when we got hungry. What an incredible piece of real estate.
As it turned out, after seeing what she wanted to see, Lori wanted to cut down on our travel. We had only been home five months in the last two years. She said she still wanted to take a nice vacation now and then, but she missed the kids and our own bed. That was all right with me, but I needed something to do. I couldn't just stay home and watch daytime TV. I had to be busy doing something.
I tried going into work at Blue Sky. Kyle had a beautiful down town office set up for me but everything was so different. While I was gallivanting around the globe, he was busy at work. We now had fifteen planes and he was in the process of buying the whole damn airport. Even with his encouragement to become involved again, the kind of management decisions he was making were way over my head. I couldn't help but feel I was just in the way.
I was just leaving my office when I spotted an old friend I hadn't seen in decades, Sal, the dispatcher from my cab driving days. He was, of course, much older looking. His Italian black hair was now snow-white, he had a few more wrinkles here and there, and he was slightly hunched over, but there was no doubt it was him. I called his name and he turned to look. I saw him smile.
"Well I'll be, if it isn't the flying cab driver, how the hell have you been?"
"I've been good, Sal, you look good."
He laughed. "Sure, for an old man."
"Hey, you got time for a cup of coffee? There's a Starbucks right around the corner. It's on me."
After getting our coffees, we sat and talked. He was retired, but like me, was looking for something to do. Unlike me, his motivation wasn't boredom, it was money. I gave him my card and told him to ask for Kyle. I was sure he could find something for an old friend of his dad's.
As we talked, I told him I, too, was looking for something to do, nothing big, just something to occupy some of my free time.
"Why not drive a cab?" he said. "You always loved it when you were young. In fact, out of all my drivers, you were the only one I knew who really enjoyed it."
"I did enjoy it," I admitted, "but I'm not looking for a full-time job. I need something where I can set my own hours and leave for an extended vacation when the wife gets the wanderlust bug again."
"So buy your own cab. From what you tell me, you can certainly afford it."
"Sal, a quarter of a million bucks for a medallion is a little more than I'm willing to pay for a part time job," I joked.
"That was in the old days," he replied. "Uber killed the market. You can buy a medallion these days for a song, and I know for a fact that you can buy a used cab for next to nothing."
I remembered the fun I used to have talking to people from all walks of life. I talked it over with Lori and a month later we were making room in the garage for my very own cab.
*****
I turned in at the gate and pulled up the drive of sixteen Parkside Lane. Sue leaned forward and reached over the seat with a twenty in her hand. "We have to get together for coffee sometime, Harry."
"Absolutely," I agreed as I started to make change.
"Keep it," she said as she started to get out. I watched as she made a mad dash for her front door. She turned with a sad smile and waved before going inside.
I hadn't thought of Sue in decades but couldn't get her off my mind for the entire ride home. The comment she made about Derek was very telling. She was not a happy lady. I never did see any of her films, although I do know from scuttlebutt that she was in a few. She sure never became the star she wanted to be. I had no idea why, she was a talented actress. I imagine it had to do with the roles she took. From what I'd heard, she showed a lot of skin on the silver screen.
Lori took one look at me when I walked in and thought better of greeting me by throwing her arms around my neck like she usually did. "You are soaked," she said as she stretched up for a peck on the lips. "Why did you even bother staying out there on a night like this? How much did you make?"
"Ah, forty-two dollars," I told her, "but those people were really glad to see me."
"I'll bet...and how many homeless people did you pick up and drive to shelters for free?"
I had to smile. This woman knew me so well. "Ah...a few," I replied.
The smile on her face stretched even wider. "Why don't you run up and grab a quick shower while I get your hot chocolate ready."
That sounded like a pretty good plan to me, but I wasn't long. About ten minutes later I came back down to join my lovely wife in the kitchen. There was something on the table where I usually sat. "What's this?"
Lori had just poured us both a steaming cup of rich hot chocolate. It was always my favorite on a cold, rainy night like that. "Oh, did I leave that travel brochure for Monte Carlo laying there? Silly me," she said with grin.
Damn, I loved that woman.
The End.
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"What the fuck do you think you're doing? I'm going to sue your ass for every penny you've got!"
*****
It's strange how certain situations will make you recall things that you hadn't thought of in decades.
As far back as he could remember, Adam used to sit at a desk in the backroom of his dad's store when doing his homework. Both his mom and dad worked there, so the school bus would drop him off at the store instead of their house. After he was done they'd sometimes let him help out, but not very often. It was an antique shop, and most of the items were pretty expensive.
He remembered once when a woman came in with her six or seven-year-old son. She was looking at an antique clock when the kid saw some old toys and took off running. He knocked down a three hundred dollar vase and broke it. Adam's dad tried to get the lady to pay for it, but she refused. That's when he had the signs made up—three of them, saying, If you break it, you'll pay for it.
He put one outside, over the door so people would see it when they first walked in. The other two were strategically placed inside, so no one could say they didn't see the sign. It was amazing how many people suddenly became way more careful as they walked around, perusing the delicate items.
As much as Adam loved his parents, he was afraid he was somewhat of a disappointment. He knew they had aspirations of him taking over the store one day, but he just had no interest in it.
His love was photography. When he was nine or ten, he saw an old Kodak, Signet forty camera on a shelf in the store. His dad had priced it at only ten bucks so he asked if he could have it. His dad gave it to him but made him clean the store to pay for it. From the moment Adam saw his first set of pictures, he was hooked. A couple of years later, his dad helped him set up a darkroom in the back of the shop where he started developing his own black and white film. Well, from there, he just never looked back.
He met Michelle in college when she was looking for someone to take a nice shot of her for a new on-line literary club she was joining. She wanted something better than a selfie and someone recommended Adam. He was immediately infatuated with her from the start, but she didn't really show much interest in him until he delivered the pictures. She absolutely loved them and it seemed to melt her somewhat icy façade.
She accepted his first request for a date with a little hesitance, but smiled broadly when he asked her for a second, then a third. By the fourth date, Michelle had decided he was a keeper and was going to stake her claim. They were invited to a party at one of the sorority houses off-campus. They'd been there about an hour when she told Adam she had something she wanted to show him upstairs. As soon as she saw an empty bedroom, she pulled him inside and locked the door behind them.
Adam wasn't stupid and couldn't help grinning as he asked her what she wanted to show him. Within a few seconds she stood naked in front of him. "This," she replied.
He couldn't believe how great she felt in his arms. His cock was stretched so tight he was literally in pain. She put her arms around his neck as their lips met. She looked up into his eyes and smiled. "Well, are you going to get out of clothes and fuck me, or what?"
He didn't have to be asked twice. By the time Michelle slid seductively into the bed, he was naked. Before joining her, Adam stood and committed to memory the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen. Despite the pain from his protruding penis, he was determined to take his time and make it a memorable night for the prone goddess. She, however, had a different idea.
"Come on, Adam, we don't have much time. Stick that thing in me. There's bound to be somebody else who'll want to use this room any minute. Don't worry about a condom, I'm on the pill."
Adam was certainly no Don Juan, but he knew enough to know he needed to get her ready, first. He laid next to her, wrapped his arm around her neck and pulled her in for a kiss while starting to finger her glorious pussy. It took only seconds before he felt moisture.
"Mmmm," she cooed, "I wish we had more time, honey, but we don't."
He didn't miss the fact that she had called him honey for the first time. He smiled and kissed her again as maneuvered his body on top of hers. She wasted no time and reached down to help him find his target.
"Oh, God, that feels so good," she moaned as he slowly slid inside of her. She raised her hips to meet his rhythm and together they brought each other to an earthshattering climax. As they lay in each other's arms, enjoying their post-coital high, there was a knock on the door.
"Hey, what's going on in there?" chuckled a female voice.
A male voice followed up. "Yeah, you going to hog the room all night?"
A little embarrassed, Adam and Michelle looked at each other and broke out laughing.
After that they agreed to be exclusive, and for the next two years, were inseparable.
After receiving their degrees, hers in journalism, and his in photography, they were both lucky enough to find decent jobs. Adam was hired by a large studio that specialized in all kinds of fashion and product photography, everything from jewelry and furniture to lingerie and coats. Michelle got a job as a staff writer with one of the major Chicago newspapers.
Between them, they made good money and went in together on a nice apartment about twenty minutes northwest of the city. They didn't even know two-floor apartments existed. This one had a fireplace downstairs and two bedrooms upstairs. A year later, they were married.
Being professional people, much to the dismay of their parents, they decided to hold off for a while before starting a family.
For the next three years, things were going well. They had great sex four or five times a week. Two or three times a month, they'd go out to dinner, after which they'd go dancing or see a show. They still lived in the same apartment, made some friends, and saw their parents now and then. They were also putting money away for a house in the burbs, and even started talking about expanding the family once they bought their own place. Life was good.
Their hours were the same, but Adam usually beat Michelle home. When he did he'd start dinner. He was just pre-heating the oven when she came in.
"Hi, gorgeous!"
"Hi," she said with little enthusiasm.
"Ah, oh, what's the matter?"
"Oh, nothing, really... well, yeah, for a while I'll have to do some traveling, I guess. I don't think it'll be anything extensive, maybe overnight, maybe a couple of nights, I don't know."
She sounded really depressed about it. She'd never had to travel since getting married, but it didn't actually surprise Adam that much. They were going into an election year, so he figured she might get sent on the campaign trail now and again.
"Because of the elections?" he asked.
"Yeah, I'm getting my own politician," she scoffed, "Terry Bartlett."
He had to think. "Bartlett, I don't think I know him. What's he running for?"
"The Illinois General Assembly," she replied. "I knew his younger brother in high school. He was an absolute jerk. Clay was his name. It's hard to believe he has a brother smart enough to run for office, because Clay was an idiot. He was also a bully. Nobody liked him."
"Well I've seen some politicians who didn't have a whole lot upstairs," he joked as he slid the pork chops into the oven.
"Yeah, I just hope he's not like his brother, or I'll go bonkers if I have to do any traveling with him."
"Honey, high school was a while ago, I'm sure they've grown up some since then."
"Well, I don't know Terry. I've never met him, but I wouldn't count on Clay doing any growing up. I sure hope he doesn't tag along on the campaign trail. I'll quit before I ride in any busses or trains with that creep."
Adam poured her a glass of her favorite wine and changed the subject to something more pleasant. No sense in getting upset over some hypothetical scenario.
No more was said until three weeks later when Michelle came home grumbling to herself. He didn't think she even realized she was audible because she looked up with a shocked expression when he questioned what she'd said.
"Ah nothing," she quipped. "Remember last month when I told you about the politician I have cover?"
"Yeah, Terry somebody."
"Bartlett," she stated. "Remember I told you about his younger brother?"
"Yeah..."
"Well, who the fuck do you think is Terry's campaign manager?"
He knew she was pissed. Rarely did Michelle ever use the F word, but he couldn't help but see the humor. He chuckled, "Oh no."
"It's not funny, Adam. The guy's a prick."
"Oh, come on, honey, I'm sure he's not the same person he was in high school."
"I sure hope not. I was at their campaign headquarters for an interview today. I recognized Clay right off the bat, but I don't think he recognized me. I saw him staring at me several times from a back room, but I don't think he figured out who I am. I'm sure he'll remember sooner or later, though."
"Honey, if it bothers you that much, why don't you ask them to take you off the assignment? Hell, there're probably a couple hundred people running for office in this town right now. Can't they give you another politician? Give the Bartlett boys to somebody else."
"That's what I should do," she replied, "but, damn it, the reporter in me says I should be able to handle situations like this with professionalism, so I'm just going to bite the bullet and do my job."
"That's my baby," he said with pride. "And I know just what to do when you come home all tensed up," he said with a big grin.
"You going to buy me a membership in a spa?" she joked.
It was the first smile he'd seen since she'd come home.
"Well, I guess that's one way, but I know a way to relieve tension that's a lot more fun."
"Well, you'd better eat your Wheaties because I foresee a lot of tense days in the upcoming months."
Michelle was dead serious about taxing her husband's sexual prowess. Not only would it relieve tension, but it might relieve some of her guilt as well. She knew damn well she wasn't being quite honest, not with Adam and not with herself. Truth was, she had an enormous crush on Clay Bartlett in high school. The part about him being a jerk was absolutely true. He treated all the girls with contempt, including Michelle on the few occasions he even noticed her, but he was also the best looking guy in the whole school. She used to fantasize about having sex with him. Of course, she racked it up to the raging hormones of being a pubescent young woman. The problem was...those same fantasies were returning.
Over the next couple of weeks, Michelle was sent out to cover several of Terry's speeches, but Clay wasn't at any of them. It wasn't until she had to stop off at the campaign headquarters to pick up a press release that she ran into him again. She had the release in her hand and was almost out the door before she heard him call her name.
"Michelle, you're not even going to say hi?"
She took a deep breath and whisper to herself, "I love my husband," before slowing turning. "Hello, Clay, I didn't see you."
"Yeah, I usually don't get out of the war room back here very often, but I heard your voice and had to say hi. It's good to see you again. I think the last time was on graduation day."
Her lips formed a phony smile. "Oh, did you graduate with us?"
The comment put him back on his heels for just a split second. Then he chuckled, "I guess I was kind of a prick back then, wasn't I."
"Back then?" mumbled one of the girl volunteers in the office.
"Hey, hey, that'll be enough from the peanut gallery," Clay joked.
Michelle wasn't so sure the woman was joking, but she couldn't tell for sure.
"Hey, you got time for a cup of coffee around the corner... just to catch up?"
"I'm working, Clay," she answered. "I've got to get back, maybe next time."
"Okay," he replied. "It really is good seeing you again."
She didn't say anything, just smiled before walking out, leaving the bell hanging above the door clanging away. She chastised herself while walking back to her car. I shouldn't have said maybe next time, she told herself. He'll take that as encouragement. "Damn it," she said out loud.
The years had only given Clay's boyish good looks a more rugged maturity. That jet black wavy hair, piercing blue eyes, and squared-off chin, once again, had her panties almost dripping.
Michelle was the first one home that night. She didn't feel like cooking--she felt like fucking. Knowing Adam would be along shortly, she ordered a pizza and pulled a bottle of wine from the rack.
Adam and the pizza guy got to the apartment door at the same time.
"Evidently, my beautiful wife doesn't feel like cooking tonight," Adam said as he pulled twenty bucks from his wallet and gave it to the kid. "Keep it."
"Thank you, sir."
In case she looked through the peephole, Adam held the pizza in front of his face and rang the bell. "Pizza delivery," he said as she opened the door.
"Come on in," she replied. "You can set it on the kitchen table. This works out perfectly. I've always fantasized about fucking the pizza delivery boy," she said with a big grin.
"Damn, I guess that makes me about the luckiest pizza delivery guy in the whole city." Michelle didn't usually get amorous until later at night, so he couldn't help but wonder what brought on the early evening attack of lust, but then who was he to question why.
They each had a glass of wine with their meal, then finished the bottle while getting hot and heavy on the couch. It was only a little after seven when they took it to the bedroom.
Their normal routine would have Adam slowly undressing his beautiful bride but as soon as they reached the bedroom, Michelle sunk to her knees and smiled up at him while she undid Adam's belt and pulled his pants down.
Coquettishly, she teased the head of his cock using only the tip of her tongue. She had driven poor Adam almost insane with lust before engulfing his entire six inches all the way to its base. When he could no longer stand it, he reached down and gently raised his wife to her feet before removing her clothing. She climbed into bed as Adam sat on the edge and finished taking his pants off.
As he laid down and rolled over, he saw his beautiful wife lying next to him, her eyes were close and she had a devilish little anticipating smile. Her welcoming nipples were as hard as little flesh-colored pearls.
"Oh, God," she sang out as she felt his tongue lightly circling them, first one, then the other. Her breathing got heavier and her head rolled back as she arched her back, giving Adam a mouthful of soft succulent breasts.
He continued to play with her sensitive nipples with his fingers as he slowly worked his way down her torso to the smoothly shaven flesh of her pussy. Almost involuntarily, Michelle raised her knees and pulled her feet back to give her husband's magic tongue more room to work. It didn't take long before her luscious body was thrashing around the bed. "Oh, oh, oh—oh yes," she screamed, "Oh God!"
Allowing his beautiful wife a few moments to get her breathing a little better, he soon moved into position. "Oh God, that feels so good," she moaned as Adam slipped his rigid pole into the heavenly gates.
Michelle reached up and locked her arms around her man as he slowly worked his rigid cock in and out of her writhing body. He could always tell when she was getting close and sped up to meet his wife's reactions. With screams and groans of ecstasy filling the room, they came together.
Still huffing and puffing, Adam stretched his arm out so Michelle could curl up next to his body. She was the first to gain her voice. "Have I told you I love you?"
"Ah...this morning."
"Not since then? Well, I do you know."
Adam grinned. "I know, and I love you back... with all my heart and soul."
"If I try really hard, how long do you think it would take me to get your soldier standing at attention again?"
"Well, if you use that magic tongue of yours, not long," he replied with a broadening smile.
*****
In the backroom of the Bartlett campaign headquarters, Clay was having a hard time concentrating. He kept thinking about Michelle. He remembered her as still having a little baby fat in high school, but she sure didn't have it any longer. She was looking damn good, better than his own wife, and he always considered her to be a real knockout. He was supposed to be organizing meetings for his candidate brother, but all he could think about was how to get Michelle in the sack.
Since he was in charge of his brother's schedule, he was sure he could arrange an opportunity, the question was, could he smooth talk her into bed? He knew he treated her like shit in high school, but he also had a hunch she really liked him. He'd have to take things slowly, at least until he could get a good read on her. This time, he thought, I won't wait for her to come here, I'll go to her.
The next day he took a chance that she'd be in the newsroom and showed up at the paper just before lunch. When the receptionist confirmed she was upstairs he asked if he could see her. He had the latest poll results he wanted to share with her.
She came downstairs and met him in the lobby. "Hi, Clay, what's up?"
"I got the latest poll results," he replied. "They show Terry ahead by seven points."
"I've already seen it, Clay. I probably had them before you did. Was there anything else? I've got work to do."
He purposely glanced at his watch. "Oh, come on, even reporters have to eat. It's almost noon. Let me buy you lunch."
She felt that familiar moisture in her panties again, but she didn't want to give him the impression she was anxious. She made an audible sigh and made a show of hesitating. She glanced at her own watch. "Oh, I guess that would be all right, but I can't take too long. I have a deadline to meet."
"So, taking you to the Chez Pari is out of the question?" he said with a smile.
The Chez Peri was probably the most expensive restaurant within a hundred miles. She smiled, "DeMar's is right down the street. They have great olive burgers. That'll be fine. I have to run up and tell them I'm leaving. I'll be right back," she said.
DeMar's restaurant wasn't quite what Clay had in mind. Acoustics wise, it left a lot to be desired. He could hear the dishes rattling around in the kitchen. Oh well, he thought, he wasn't really planning on trying to seduce her the first time out anyway.
After taking their order, the slightly heavy waitress picked up their menus and headed for the kitchen. Clay reached over the booth and as nonchalantly as he could, touched Michelle's ring finger.
"I see you're married, anyone I know?"
"No," she said pulling her hand back slightly out of reach. "I met him in college. He's a photographer."
Clay immediately saw an idea. "Oh, no kidding; hey maybe we'll hire him to do some more campaign shots. I never did like the ones we have now." It was the perfect excuse for them to meet and allow him to size up his competition. Maybe her husband was a wimp...someone he could dominate and show up in front of his wife.
"Ah, I can ask him if he'd be interested, but he doesn't really that kind of photography. He's a commercial photographer. He takes pictures for catalogs and marketing sites."
"I see, so tell me about yourself; how long you been with the paper?"



For almost an hour, he kept her talking. Some of his questions were directed toward finding out more about her marriage. This wasn't his first rodeo. Hell, in high school he'd actually seduced the mother of one of his friends. He considered it his crowning achievement. She didn't look like Michelle, though.
By asking questions about her husband and her marriage, he was hoping to hear some disappointment or maybe a little anger in her voice, but there was none. She seemed to be perfectly happy with her home life and marriage. That's all right, he told himself, it just makes her a little bigger challenge.
Michelle saw nothing wrong with having lunch with Clay and brought it up over dinner.
"I had lunch with Clay Bartlett today. He..."
"Isn't that the guy you said you couldn't stand?"
"Yeah, well, you were right. He's not the jerk he was in high school. Anyway, he asked if you'd be interested in taking some campaign photos of Terry."
"Mmm, I don't know. I'll have to think about that. You know me and politicians. I haven't met one yet that I liked."
"Well, think about it. I mean, you can make some extra money, and who knows where it could lead. I know your pictures would be a lot better than the ones they have now. Maybe some other candidates would want pictures, too. We could put the money in our house fund."
"Yeah," he said, looking contemplative. "Why were you having lunch with him?"
"Ah," maybe she shouldn't mention the lunch, she thought. "He stopped by the paper with some poll results just as I was headed to DeMar's. He asked if we could go over the numbers so I said let's do it over lunch. Why?" she asked, looking at Adam with a worried expression. "You're not mad, are you?"
"No, of course I'm not mad. I was just curious as to how you two wound up having lunch together, that's all."
Michelle gave him a reassuring smile. "Well, it wasn't anything planned, believe me."
He did believe her. He was familiar with DeMar's. On a couple of occasions when there was a delay of some kind at the studio, he was able to steal some time and meet Michelle there for lunch. It was most definitely not the kind of place you'd take a date.
"Well," she asked, "what do you think?"
"I'm considering it. It would have to be on a weekend if I did it."
"I know. I don't think that would be a problem, honey, but I'll ask the next time I see him." It was a flimsy excuse, but it was an excuse to see Clay again.
Two days later, she took a detour as she made her way back to the paper from an assignment. Clay heard her voice from the back room when she asked one of the volunteers if he was in. He immediately dropped what he was doing and appeared in the doorway.
"Hi, Michelle, I'm here," he said with a big smile, "I'm always here. To what do I owe the honor?"
"Ah," only then did she realize how weak her excuse for stopping was going to sound so she embellished a little. "I was driving right by on my way back to the paper and I wanted to talk to you about those pictures."
The grin on Clay's face got a little wider. He wasn't buying it for a minute. She could have called anytime... she wanted to see him again. This was encouraging. "Sure," he said a little beguilingly, "come on back." With that, he turned and disappeared into the back room again.
From the lack of any noise, Michelle suspected there was no one else back there. Every nerve in her body told her she should not go back there, but the temptation was just too great.
There was a big map of Illinois on the far wall with a bunch of pins sticking in it. In the middle of the room were three tables all pushed together, making one big conference table. In the corner were boxes of campaign posters. Clay was sitting on the corner of his desk with one leg up and a big smirk across his face. She knew he saw right through her little ploy about driving right by.
"Well? Did he agree?"
"Huh, oh, not yet but he's thinking about it. He said he'd have to do it on a weekend. I... ah... I just thought I'd stop by and see if that posed any problems."
"Well, weekends are pretty full. That's when most people have off so that's prime canvasing time, but I'm sure we can work something out." He slipped his leg down from the desk and took a couple of steps forward. "Come on," he said, taking her by the elbow. "Let's grab that coffee and see if we can't figure something out."
"Well... wait a minute," she started to protest. "He hasn't even said he'd do it yet."
He already had her halfway through the outer office. "That's okay. If he says yes, we'll have a good idea on how to schedule it."
Michelle sat at a table and watched him as he stood in line, waiting for their coffees. Yes, he was tall, well built and ruggedly handsome, but even sexier was his self-confidence. He looked over and gave her a smile. "I love my husband, I love my husband, I love my husband," she muttered under her breath.
He set both paper cups of hot coffee on the table as he sat down. "So, this Adam of yours, he works Monday through Friday then?"
"Yeah, we have the same hours, eight to four. We both get home at about the same time every night."
"Really, that's nice. My wife and I say hi as we pass each other in the hall."
"What does she do?"
"My wife? She's in real estate."
"What about you?" she asked. "What do you do when you're not running your brother's campaign?"
"I run his construction company," he replied.
"You do? If you run it, what does he do?"
"Sits back and counts his money," Clay chuckled. "I took a sabbatical to run the campaign. When this is all over, it's back to the grindstone; but enough about me, let's talk about you some more."
They talked for another twenty minutes, mostly about her. They were on their way back when Michelle's phone rang. "Shhhhhh," she said, holding her finger up to her pursed lips. "It's my boss," she told him before connecting. "Yeah, Clint?"
"Rogers, where are you?"
"I got stuck in traffic. I'll be there in ten," she responded.
"Well hurry up, we need that story."
This was an opportunity for Clay to show some chivalry. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to get you in trouble."
"Don't worry about it. Clint's just in one of his moods. I do have to go, though."
"Okay, keep in touch though, okay? Let me know about the pictures."
"I will," she said as she got into her car.
That night at dinner it was Adam who brought the subject up. "I've been thinking about taking those campaign shots. If we can schedule on a weekend, I think I'll do it."
"Really?" All of a sudden, Michelle wasn't so sure she really wanted Adam to meet Clay. Of course, she had no idea of Clay's motives, but she never mentioned his good looks and was a little worried Adam would get jealous over nothing. After all, it wasn't like she was actually ever going to sleep with him.
"Yeah," continued Adam. "I was talking to one of the guys at work about it and he said the going rate for something like that, was six or seven hundred bucks for a couple of hours of work.
"I looked him up on the net. The pictures they have are terrible. The guy owns a construction company and there's not one shot of him at work. That's where I'd shoot him. Show him in action. Show him as a take-charge kind of guy instead of just a bunch of face shots taken against a blank wall. You can't get more boring than that."
She knew if he had given it that much thought he definitely had his mind made up. Oh well, at least it gave her another excuse to see Clay again.
The next day was Friday. If she didn't get a chance to see him she'd have to wait all weekend, but she was stuck in the newsroom. She had to think up some excuse for getting out but she had to check to see if he was even in the office. She headed for the cafeteria for a little privacy. One of the volunteers answered.
"Terry Bartlett campaign headquarters, Audrey speaking."
"Hi, Audrey, this is Michelle Rogers with the Trib..."
"Oh yes, Ms. Rogers, Clay said you might call."
"He did?" He was getting awful sure of himself, she thought.
"Yeah, he said to go ahead and give you his cell phone number."
Michelle grabbed a pen and her notepad. "Okay, shoot." She wrote it down and thanked the young lady, then dialed the number.
"Clay Bartlett."
"Hi, Clay, it's me."
"Hi, gorgeous."
She could hear him smiling through the phone. "Clay, that's hardly a proper way to greet a married lady, you know," she scolded.
"What, because you're married I can't state the obvious? Okay, hi, plain Jane. How's that... better?"
She could hear him chuckling on the other end of the line. "Michelle is just fine," she replied. "Anyway..."
"Keep that thought. I'm pulling up to the paper right now. Meet me downstairs. I'm taking you to lunch."
"Clay..." She realized he'd hung up already. He really was becoming very presumptuous...downright brazen, in fact, but damn, that just made her thighs tingle all the more. She walked back into the newsroom. "Clint, I'm going to lunch."
He was trained on his computer screen, reading someone else's story and making notes in the margins. He just waved his hand without even glancing in her direction.
As soon as she sat down in his convertible, Clay asked how her day was going, and just like that, the conversation centered around her again. Before she knew it, they were pulling up to Plato's Place. It wasn't the Chez Peri, but it was sure a lot nicer than DeMar's.
Once they were seated, a waiter came over asked if they'd like to start with something from the bar.
"Not for me," she stated.
"Michelle, they make the best vodka martinis in the world, here. It must be the olives," he joked.
"I'm working, Clay."
"Oh, come on, one martini isn't going to hurt you." He looked up at the waiter. "I'll tell you what, bring us two martinis. If she doesn't drink it, I will."
The waiter nodded his head and left a couple of menus while he headed for the bar.
"Are you trying to get me drunk so you can have your way with me?" she joked.
"Would that work?" He was smiling but the look in his eyes told her he was completely serious.
She could feel herself blushing. Afraid of pursuing along that line of conversation, she gave him a nervous little smile and picked up her menu without saying anything more; but then she really didn't need to. The lack of any righteous indignation told him he was making progress.
After ordering, Clay asked, "So?"
She looked perplexed.
"You called me, remember?"
She'd forgotten all about it. "Oh, yeah, Adam said he'll take the photos. He wants to do it at a construction site so he can show Terry as a take-charge kind of person."
"Oh, yeah, great idea, I like your guy already. Okay, let me talk to Terry and we'll get it set up. Saturdays are pretty busy. Will your hubby be okay with doing it on a Sunday?"
"I imagine that'd be okay. I'll have him call and you guys can work it out together."
Just then the waiter returned with their drinks. Without even thinking, Michelle took a sip of the martini. "Oh, you're right, that's good."
Clay just smiled and took a sip of his own. She was starting to follow his lead. He could almost feel his cock slipping into that sweet pussy.
She was twenty minutes late getting back to work, but Clint didn't even notice, or if he did, he didn't say anything. That night she gave Clay's number to Adam and told him to call and set up the shoot.
When they met the following Sunday, Clay was disappointed. Adam was tall, good looking, and well built, not at all what he envisioned a photographer should look like. He was pleased to see Michelle had tagged along though. He also recruited one of the company's supervisors to be in a few of the shots with his brother, so while Adam, Terry, and the supervisor were busy, he kept Michelle company.
They were both standing on the sidelines watching when Clay leaned slightly toward Michele and spoke quietly. "Your husband looks pretty fit. You think he can take me?"
"Take you? Why would he have to take you?"
"Because standing this close to you is giving me an uncontrollable urge to reach over and grab your ass."
Michelle was only slightly shocked. She knew when she was being played. The restaurant, the personal access to the campaign she'd been getting, she was a smart lady and knew exactly what he was after. Still, it was exciting to think that after all the years that had past, she could have him if she wanted him. It was flattering. Inwardly, she laughed, knowing she was essentially playing him. She had no intention of cheating on Adam, but it was fun to play along. "Well, you better control yourself," she replied. "We have a large bookcase at home with two shelves dedicated solely to the boxing trophies he won in college."
"For real?"
"Yes, for real."
"Then I should probably wait and grab your ass at a later date."
"I think that would be wise," she replied, knowing full well that she had just given him permission.
Even though Adam was busy and couldn't hear what they were saying, Clay's leering and attempt at flirting with his wife hadn't escaped his notice. Michelle was an extremely pretty woman and she was more than capable of handling herself, but the more he thought about it, the more he felt he had to say something. He waiting until after dinner and they were relaxing on the couch.
"Clay's in the wrong profession. He should have been a model. He'd make a fortune. You didn't tell me he was so good looking."
"I didn't think it was really necessary. Why--you jealous?" she asked with a smile.
"Should I be?" he replied.
Michelle straightened up and looked at him, not sure if he was serious or not.
"Well," Adam stated, "he's sure taken with you. He never took his eyes off you all afternoon."
"You are jealous. I don't believe it."
"What do I have to be jealous of? You're my wife, not his. I'm just not real crazy about the way he was looking at you. Has he ever tried anything?"
"No, of course not," she flatly denied.
"Ah, huh," he almost sounded like he didn't believe her. "Well, if he hasn't yet, he will, I guarantee it."
"Well if he does I'll slap his face."
"I'd prefer a good swift kick in the balls," he responded.
"Okay, I'll slap his face and kick you in the balls."
"That's not what..." He looked over and saw her big grin. "Come here, wise guy," he said as he reached around and pulled her into him. "My wife, Bob Hope in a skirt."
They both laughed and put their lips together for a kiss. Before they even pulled apart, she was rubbing his crotch. "What do you say, big boy, shall we take this upstairs?"
"What--and miss Colombo?"
"Colombo hasn't been on in years."
"Oh, well, in that case, let's go upstairs," he said with a big smile and a raised eyebrow.
By the time they reached the top landing, they were almost naked. Michelle ran, laughing, and jumped into bed with Adam right on her heels. Neither was in the mood to make slow passionate love. It was going to be a fun night of romping around in the sheets, a lot of laughing and a whole lot of sex.
The next morning Adam thought about the previous night's conversation regarding Clay but didn't think anything more needed to be said.
Over the next couple of weeks, Clay's flirting turned more toward the planning stage. She had given him all the right signals. He was sure he could get her in the sack, but when? His schedule was as flexible as hell, but she worked during the day and went home at night. Both she and Adam had weekends off, so that was out. It was going to take some careful planning, but in the meantime, he would continue his seduction. He dropped by the newspaper and took her to lunch on three more occasions, each time the double-entendres and sexual overtones became more and more prevalent during the conversations.
After the new posters were printed, Michelle stopped by campaign headquarters to pick one up for Adam as a souvenir. By that time, she and the office manager were on a first-name basis. "Hi, Char. Clay called and said the new campaign posters were in. I was hoping I could get one for my husband."
"Hi, Michelle. Clay's in the backroom. He has all the posters back there."
"Is it okay to go back there?"
"Yeah, I'm not sure what he's doing, but he's alone. Go on back."
"Thanks, Char."
Clay was sitting at the conference table, intently scrutinizing the paperwork in front of him. He didn't even hear her come in.
"What're you doing?"
He looked up and smiled. "Just going over Terry's itinerary for the next couple of weeks.
"Well, I won't bother you. I just came to see if I can get one of the posters for Adam."
"Oh, you're no bother at all," he said while standing. He took her by the elbow and walked her over to the table. "Here, have a seat. We actually used three of Adam's shots for three different posters, but I haven't had a chance to open the boxes yet. You wait here and I'll get one of each for you."
Clay walked over to several cardboard boxes sitting in the corner, took out a penknife, and slit open the ones on top. After rummaging through them for a couple of minutes, he walked over with the various posters and spread them out on the table in front of Michelle. "Your husband's not a bad photographer."
"Well, I hope not, since he does it for a living." She pushed her chair away from the table. "Well," she said as she stood up, "I'll let you get back to work."
As she slightly bent over to pick up the posters, Clay waited until she had them in her hands before reaching over grabbing her lower ass cheek and squeezing. She whipped around so fast she almost hit him in the face with the posters.
"What the hell..."
He shushed her with his index finger to his lips before she finished. "Shhhhh," Char will hear you," he whispered.
She still had a shocked expression as she replied. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"
"What," he said with a devilish grin. "You said I could."
"I never anything of the kind."
"Sure you did... remember, the day we took those shots."
Michelle thought back. "I never said you could grab my ass."
He was still wearing that smug grin on his face. "I said I wanted to grab your ass. You said I'd have to wait because of Adam. Well, I waited as long as I could."
Try as she did, Michelle couldn't keep the corners of her mouth from turning up just a hair.
As imperceptible as it was, her reluctant little smile didn't escape Clay's awareness. His fine-tuned predatory instincts told him it was time to tighten things up. "Come on, Michelle, when are we going to stop playing games. Admit it, you want me as badly as I want you."
Michelle could almost feel herself flustering as her emotions impersonated a rollercoaster. Her body was telling her one thing while her brain was in total disagreement. Her heart was pounding and she could feel the moisture building in her panties. The desire to rip his clothes off and fuck him right there on the table was almost animalistic.
Michelle gathered all the resolve she could marshal. "Clay, don't be ridiculous. You have a wife and a couple of kids. I'm a happily married woman. The flirting was fun but it can't go any further than that."
"I'm not being ridiculous, Michelle. I'm not talking about divorcing our spouses or falling in love. I'm talking about a one time, no holds barred, fuck-fest--just you and me. I want to feel that naked little body of yours under me. I want to literally devour you, body and soul for one afternoon; a one-time experience that'll be our secret and that both of us will never forget."
She was so hot and horny, she could barely speak. "I... I can't. If we got caught..."
"We won't get caught? I don't want that any more than you do." He thought about his brother's upcoming scheduled events. "What if I could guarantee we wouldn't get caught?"



"How are you going to do that?"
"I've got an idea, but I have to work out the details. I'll call you in a few days."
The anticipation of having sex with Clay already had Michelle's whole body tingling from head to foot. She wasn't very convincing as she tried one last attempt at denying her desires. "I... I don't know, Clay."
"I'll call you," he flatly stated with confidence.
Guilt was already setting in as Michelle walked through the outer office on the way out.
"Did you get what you wanted?" Char asked with a smile.
For an instant, Michelle's brain processed the question differently. She knows, screamed the little voice inside her head. She knows I want to have sex with Clay... she knows what he's planning! She looked a little startled. "Huh?"
Char nodded to the posters in her hands and Michelle realized what she was actually asking. "Oh, yeah... pretty nice, huh?" she said, holding them up so Char could see them.
"I'll say; a vast improvement over the old ones."
"Well, I've got to get back to the office. See you later, Char."
Once back in the office, it was all she could do to concentrate on her story. Her mind constantly wandered back to her conversation with Clay. How could he guarantee they wouldn't get caught? There was absolutely no question that if they did get caught, Adam would divorce her. She closed her eyes and willed herself to stop thinking of it. The last thing she needed was to go home looking guilty. She knew Adam didn't particularly care for Clay, and she certainly didn't want to cause any suspicions.
Later in the day, Terry returned to his campaign headquarters after speaking at a women's club. Clay heard his brother greeting Char and joined them from the back room.
"Hey, bro, how'd it go?"
"Okay... nothing out of the ordinary, you know, same old questions—same old answers."
"Ah, listen, I need to go over some things with you in the back; got some time?"
"Yeah, sure," replied Terry.
The two walked into the backroom and Clay closed the door behind them. As they sat down at the table, Clay lowered his voice. "Hey, I need a favor."
Terry knew his brother well enough to figure this was going to have something to do with a girl. He'd covered for him on several previous occasions. "Ah-ha, who is she?"
"Michelle." He could see his brother didn't recognize the name right away. "Red hair, green eyes, a body that won't quit..." it appeared Terry was still in the dark, "the photographer's wife."
"Oh, Jesus, Clay, isn't that a little close to home? Isn't she a reporter?"
"Yeah, but don't worry, I've got it all worked out." Terry was listening. "Friday of next week you have that thousand-dollar a plate dinner at one o'clock at the Civic Center in Peoria."
"Yeah—so?"
"So, I won't be there, neither will Michelle."
"Let me guess. You'll be shacked up in some hotel, together."
"You got it, bro," Clay replied with a grin.
"So what do you need me for... second chair?" he laughed.
"Yeah, you wish. No, I need you to take notes, or maybe keep a digital recorder in your pocket; something to keep an accurate record of who you talk to and what's said. I'll get a regular press release from Sam, but Michelle will need more than that to write her story."
"A digital recorder? Jesus, the things I go through just so my little brother can knock off a strange piece of ass. Okay, I've got a couple that are voice-activated. I'll put fresh batteries in them and turn them on when I get to the dinner."
"You're a life-saver, dear brother. I really appreciate this."
"Yeah, yeah. Just remember to return the favor when it's my turn."
"You got it, bro."
Clay's plan was coming together. Now all he had to do was convince Michelle to go along with it.
The next day, Michelle was sitting at her computer, working on a story when her phone buzzed with a text.
I'm downstairs. Lunch is on me.
She texted back. Can't leave until I finish my story. Another 15 -- 20 minutes.
I'm parked just south of the building. I'll wait in the car.
She knew it was wrong, but it was just so damn exciting to have somebody chasing her again. It was just like college. She put Clay out of mind momentarily so she could finish. "My story's in your queue, Clint. I'm going out to lunch." He gave her his usual grunt of approval.
At the restaurant, Clay waited until they were served before springing his little surprise. "I've got it all worked out."
"What's that?" she queried.
"A day of you and me dancing in the sheets."
She stopped chewing her chicken salad as his words sunk in. She looked up to see if he was joking, but he looked dead serious. "What are you talking about?"
"I'm talking about you and me with a whole day to explore each other's bodies and fuck ourselves into oblivion."
She was staring at him like she couldn't believe what he was saying, but she hadn't raised any objections so far so he kept going.
"Next Friday, Terry is going to Peoria for a campaign fundraising luncheon at the Civic Center. I've already sent a press pass to your boss. Everyone is going to meet at the headquarters and go down there in the campaign bus... except us," he said with a grin. I'll book us a room at the Marriot."
"And just what am I supposed to do about writing the story?"
"I've got it covered," he replied. "I've got Sam, our press agent, writing a press release for the other papers. You'll get a copy of that, plus a copy of Terry's speech. He's also going to record everything, once he gets to the luncheon. You can use parts of the tape along with everything else to write your story."
Her mouth was open but she wasn't saying anything, so once again, he continued. "The bus won't be back till five or five-thirty and your paper doesn't have a Saturday edition so the story won't run until Sunday—right?"
"Yeah, but..."
"When's your deadline then?"
"Ah, Saturday night at six, but I'd normally write it Friday night at home and send it in so Adam and I have the weekend together."
"That's fine. I'll see Terry when he gets back. I'll call you and play the tape while you're on your way home and you can record it on your phone."
It all sounded pretty elaborate to Michelle, but she couldn't really see any obvious holes in his plan. She was still thinking...
"Well? What do you say?"
"I... I don't know, Clay, I... I mean we're talking about cheating on our spouses. We'd be taking such a chance."
"What chance? Terry's going down there to meet a few downstate big-wigs. The whole thing is going to be very routine, they're going to eat lunch, he'll give his speech, and then they come back on the bus. Meanwhile, my wife will be home, your hubby will be at work, and we'll be having the time of our lives.
"Friday night, to get rid of any guilty feelings, I'll make love to my wife, you'll make love to Adam, Sunday your story will be in the paper and no one will ever be the wiser."
He was a good salesman. It sure sounded like he had all the bases covered. Shit, shit, shit she told herself. With the fast-paced schedules they both kept, she never thought he'd actually come up with a workable plan. Her conscience was telling her, no way; the little voice inside her head was screaming at her to turn him down flat. Why then did she hear herself saying okay?
Her heart started to race, was it from fear or anticipation? She had no idea. While they finished up lunch, Clay ironed out some of the details. He told her to buy whatever body wash she used in the shower and bring it with. That way she wouldn't smell any different when she got home. He reminded her to bring enough make-up as well. He planned on destroying what she put on in the morning.
The more he talked, the more excited she got. She'd never done anything like that before, never even thought about it, but now that she'd committed herself, she couldn't wait.
Not being an old pro at cheating, Michelle was finding it difficult to act normal at home. At times, the fear and worry had her on edge. Other times it was the guilt, and sometimes it was eagerness. She was working hard to act normally, but Adam sensed something was wrong.
His first hint was on Monday night when they were making love. Michelle was usually very passionate, but that night she seemed distracted like she had something else on her mind. He asked her about it the next day, but she denied anything was amiss. She apologized and pawned it off as just being tired, then made a conscious effort to get better at portraying herself.
By mid-week, everything seemed back to normal until she piqued his curiosity again, Thursday night.
They never kept any kind of schedule for making love. Some weeks it was only once or twice, other weeks it'd be three or four times. With no kids, they could do it whenever the urge hit them. If Michelle was in the mood, she'd throughout little hints before going to bed, but it was almost always Adam who started things off.
It was the night before Michelle was going to cheat on her husband. She laid in bed as the guilt was really getting to her. A thousand times she thought of calling it off, but each time the excitement and her desire won out. She looked over at Adam lying beside her and knew he wasn't asleep yet. Clay told her they would each reconfirm the love for their spouses the following night, after their tryst. She was going to do it one better by making love to her man before and after.
She reached over and slid her hand down his chest and stomach until she reached his cock. "Are you sleeping?" she whispered in his ear.
Adam was a little surprised, but seeing his cock was already as hard as iron, he wasn't about to turn her down. She couldn't see the grin that stretched from ear to ear. "Is my little sex kitten horny?"
Her own smile widened. "I want to make love to you."
He could feel her desire, the need to express the way she felt about it as well as how he felt about her. It was the wee hours of the morning before their passions sated. By the time they were drifting off to sleep, a lot of the guilt Michelle was feeling had dissipated in the throes of their lovemaking.
The next day, Michelle was feeling a little better. She had proven her love for Adam the night before and she'd do it again that evening. That should make up for the indiscretion she had planned for in between.
Although the studio that Adam worked for was a little north of downtown, they both left for work at the same time and took the same route. Adam just escaped the Kennedy expressway two exits before his lovely wife.
When Michelle walked into the newsroom, Clint called her over to his desk.
"Michelle, here's your press badge for that fundraiser today. They said you didn't need anything to get on the bus. If anyone says anything, just show them this," he said, handing her the Bartlett press pass. "I'm not expecting anything earth-shattering, but try not to fall asleep, huh."
"I'll make sure my eyes are wide open all day," she chuckled.
"Okay, the bus doesn't leave until nine but you might as well get going. Maybe you can pick up some scuttlebutt at the headquarter before you leave."
"Thanks, Clint. I'll have time to pick up a Latte at Starbucks's on the way over."
"Uck," he said while crinkling his nose. "Disgusting; go on, get going."
So far so good, she thought as she headed toward her clandestine rendezvous.
It was eight-forty when she pulled into the parking lot just down from headquarters. The Bartlett campaign rented the lot when they leased the building so their employees didn't have to pay thirty dollars a day to park. She spotted Clay's Cadillac, but he wasn't in it. She assumed he was inside and wondered what to do. She decided to wait. She was checking her bag to make sure she had everything when she saw him walking toward her with a big smile. She rolled her window down.
"I told Char I was driving so no one will be wondering why I'm not on the bus," he told her. "You know where the Ohio House is on La Salle?"
"Yes, of course."
"I was going to get a room at the Marriott on Michigan but the parking there stinks. The Ohio has its own off-street parking lot. Give me about a five-minute head start. I'll check in and text you the room number."
"Okay," she said with a slightly shaky voice.
*****
Adam had just finished two days of photographing purses and was getting ready to shoot a new line of women's winter coats when his boss approached.
"Adam, how'd you like the day off?"
He was at a loss. He was setting up the lighting and backdrops for a big project that would take three or four days to shoot. He didn't understand why they would be giving him the day off. "Ah, did I do something wrong?" he questioned.
"No, of course not. West Wind Fashions isn't ready for the shoot. They just called and said they're running late and won't have things ready until Monday. I'm still charging them for the day, so your salary is covered. I looked at the schedule to see if there was something else you could shoot in the meantime, but nothing fits; so, you might as well go home and mow the grass or something."
"Sounds good to me," Adam responded. He was already forming a plan. Instead of hopping on the Kennedy and heading home, he turned toward downtown. Fifteen minutes later, he was walking into Bartlett's campaign headquarters. Char was sitting at her desk and greeted him with a warm smile. "Hi, can I help you?"
"Hi, I'm Adam Rogers--Michelle's husband."
"Oh, yes; you took our new campaign photos. My name is Char. I pretty much run the front office. Your pictures are a big hit around her. Everyone likes them."
"That's nice to know," he said while stretching out his hand to shake. "Hi, Char, my wife has mentioned you."
"She's a nice lady, I like her."
"Yeah, me too," he replied with a chuckle. He glanced down at her desk. "Wow, I haven't seen one of those in a long time."
Her eyes followed his. "Oh, the Rolodex?" she said, flipping a couple of the pages with her fingers. "Yeah, computers are great, but not for everything. I can find a number faster with this than you can click a mouse."
"Well, I'm hoping you can help me. I unexpectedly have the day off. I know Michelle is on her way to Peoria but I don't know her schedule or where she's going. I want to run home and pack a couple of bags, then meet her down there. I thought we'd spend the weekend, kind of a mini-vacation."
"Aw, that's nice. I wish my husband was that romantic, but I'm afraid I have to spoil your plans," Char replied. "They were supposed to have a big luncheon at the Civic Center at one o'clock. Unfortunately, the manager just called a little while ago to tell me they had a fire last night and have to cancel the whole thing.
"Oh, no."
"Oh, yes; I called Terry and he told the bus driver to turn around. They should be back here in half an hour or so, if you want to wait."
Adam looked at his watch. It was only a little after ten. "I suppose she'll have to go back to the newsroom then. Well, maybe I'll stick around town and buy her lunch. Yeah, I'll wait for her. Maybe she can talk her boss into giving her the day off as well," he remarked with a smile. "Is there a Starbuck's around here?"
"Right around the corner. Would you mind getting me a Blond Roast?" she asked, reaching for her purse.
"It's on me, Char."
While Michelle and Clay were working up a sweat at the Ohio Inn, Char and Adam were killing time discussing Terry's chances to win the election. After a while, he glanced at his watch.
"Char, it's been a pleasure, but I think I'm going to go wait outside. I want to make sure I don't miss her if she decides to walk straight to her car and not come inside."
"Sure, Adam. The bus should be here any minute. It was nice meeting you. Say hi to your lovely wife for me."
"Will do," he replied on his way out the door. His car was right down the street. From there he could easily see everyone as they departed from the bus so he took a seat on the corner of his trunk, he didn't have long to wait.
Terry was the first one off. He didn't look happy as he walked across the sidewalk and straight into his headquarters. Adam wandered closer as the others exited. Some went directly inside, others headed in the direction of their cars. He was standing right there as the last person stepped down and the driver closed the door.
"Hey, wait a minute," he yelled, getting the driver's attention. "Where's Michelle? Where's the redhead?"
"Sorry, bud; not redheads on this trip."
What the hell, he thought. That's when he realized he hadn't seen Clay either. Why wouldn't Clay be on the damn bus? He pulled out his phone and tapped his wife's number but it went straight to voicemail. Maybe she found out about the fire ahead of time and was back at the paper. It was his next call.
"Hi Clint, it's Adam Rogers, is Michelle there?"
"No, Adam, didn't she tell you? She left earlier this morning. She's on her way to Peoria to cover a fundraising luncheon for the Bartlett campaign."
"Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. Thanks Clint, it wasn't anything important. I'll catch her at home."
His concern was growing. He knew phone reception was spotty on the way to Peoria so he tried her number again... same result. He still had Clay's number from when they arranged Terry's shoot. He wondered if they were driving down there together. He was going to be pissed if that was the case, but at least he'd know where she was. Like Michelle's, it too went directly to voicemail. He was starting to get a really bad feeling, but he didn't want to jump to conclusions. He decided to wait another ten minutes then try again. Voicemail again, this time he left a message. Michelle, call me as soon as get this message.
He wondered if someone inside the headquarters could tell him anything but when he walked in he found everyone, including Char, was in the back room with the door shut. He didn't like what he was thinking, but it was too much of a coincidence that both Michelle and Clay were MIA. He walked to the other side of Char's desk and found Clay's card. It had three numbers, his cell, his wife's cell, and home. He pulled the card out and stuck it in his pocket before leaving.
Now what, he wondered. He sure didn't want to act like a jealous fool and start making accusations that he couldn't back up. He decided to head for home to think. As he pulled into his parking space and shut the car off, he tried her number again, still nothing. He was just walking into their apartment when his phone rang. Immediately he thought, thank God, but was sadly disappointed as he looked at the display and saw it was the paper calling. "Hello."
"Hi, Adam, it's Clint. Hey, did you ever get a hold of Michelle.? I just heard that luncheon she's supposed to be covering was canceled. She should have been back here by now but I haven't heard from her. I tried calling but I can't get through."
Adam couldn't help a small sigh of growing suspicions. "I know, Clint. I'm getting worried. I was there when everybody came back on the bus and she wasn't with them. Did she say anything about driving down there with anyone?"
"No, although I guess that's possible. It's about a two and a half-hour drive so if that's the case, they should be getting there any minute. I'm sure she'll call when she finds out it was canceled."
"Do me a favor, Clint, if she calls will you let me know immediately. I'm getting worried."
"I certainly will, Adam. I'm sure she's okay."
"I hope so, Clint, thanks."
He felt so helpless as he hung up. He heated a cup of coffee from the morning's dregs and went to sit in his recliner to think. It was almost twelve-thirty when he tried both Clay's and his wife's number again, still nothing. One more call before he pulled the trigger, he thought.



"Clint, anything from Michelle?"
"Sorry, Adam—haven't heard a word. I tried calling her just a few minutes ago, but it went straight to voicemail."
"Yeah, I did the same thing. Okay, thanks. If you hear from her, let me know."
He'd waited long enough. He took the card from his pocket and dialed Clay's wife.
"Hello."
"Hello, is this Laura Bartlett?"
"Yes," she cautiously answered. "Who is this?"
"Mrs. Bartlett, my name is Adam Rogers. I don't know if Clay mentioned me or not, he and I worked on some new photos for Terry's campaign."
"Oh, yes," she said, a little friendlier. "Clay's talked the whole neighborhood into sticking the posters in their lawns," she chuckled. "What can I do for you?"
"I was wondering if you have any way of reaching Clay. He seems to have his phone turned off."
"Clay is at campaign luncheon in Peoria. I'm sure he has it turned off on purpose."
"The luncheon was canceled, Mrs. Bartlett. My wife is a reporter for the The Windy City Star. She was supposed to be at the luncheon, too. I've been trying to get a hold of her but her phone seems to be turned off as well."
There was a slight delay before she spoke again. "Are you sure it was canceled?"
"Yes, ma'am. I was there when the bus brought everyone back to the campaign headquarters. They had a fire at the Civic Center last night. That's where it was supposed to be held."
"Well..." she stopped a minute to think. "I... I really don't have any other way to get a hold of him, Mr. Rogers. I can hear that you're concerned. Do... do you think they're together?"
This time it was Adam who hesitated before speaking. Her own anxiety level rose in the silence. He finally spoke. "That is my fear, yes."
She didn't reply.
"Mrs. Bartlett, do you have access to his credit card accounts?"
"Ah, I'm not sure. He handles all that stuff. I have one in my name and he has three, but I think he uses the one only for expenses related to the campaign. Give me a minute."
He could hear her moving around. "I'm in his office in front of his computer. Let me see here..."
Adam could hear her typing on the computer keys. "Okay, here are his credit cards. There was more typing. "I'm looking at his account. I don't see anything strange... wait... hmmmm."
"What's the matter?" asked Adam.
"Well, here's a couple bills from Plato's Place. That's a pretty swanky place—kind of romantic, too. I can't picture him taking a client or anybody like that there. He's been home for dinner almost every night, so these would have to be for lunches. The bill is too big for just one person. I'm just wondering who he took there for lunch."
"What about his other credit cards? Can you get into them?"
"Let me take a look... yup!" There was just a brief moment of silence. "SHIT!" she almost yelled.
Adam could feel his heart sink. "What?"
"Isn't the Ohio House a motel?"
Adam felt his last ounce of hope fall away. "Yeah."
"That's where they're at," she said in a voice laced with pure venom.
The line went dead as Adam didn't waste any time. He jumped in his car and headed for downtown. He found Michelle's car without much trouble but had no way of knowing what room she was in. He knew the desk clerk wouldn't tell him and he didn't want to tip them off by having him call their room so he decided to sit on top of her hood and just wait.
He could feel his anger rising and he was developing a headache as he sat there. He took some deep breaths to try and keep his heart from pounding so hard. His mind kept drifting in and out of the moment so he had no idea how long he'd been sitting there when he saw the door to one of the rooms open.
A smiling Michelle stepped out first. Clay was right behind her wearing a big Cheshire-cat-like grin. He hadn't quite closed the door behind him yet when Michelle almost broke his eardrums with her scream. He looked to see Adam heading in their direction and quickly ran back into the room, locking the door behind him and leaving Michelle to face her husband alone.
Tears were already streaming down her cheeks by the time he reached her. "Adam," was the only thing that came out of her mouth.
He first reached behind her and tried the door. It was locked. It was probably for the best, he thought. He wasn't sure he'd be able to stop once he started beating the shit out of the asshole. "Your wife knows," he said through the door.
He looked back at Michelle as she stood before him, trembling with fear and regret. "The luncheon was canceled," he told her. "Everyone's been looking for you since ten o'clock this morning. You better figure out what you're going to tell Clint. You may have lost a job as well as a husband."
With that, he turned and walked back to his car. He heard her call out to him but paid no attention. He just slid in behind the wheel and drove off. He used every ounce of self-control he had to keep it together long enough to get home and packed. It wasn't until about an hour after checking into a motel that he lost it. Tears ran down his face while he pounded the pillow so hard with his fists that downy feathers shot out with every blow and gently floated down to the sheets.
After a good ten minutes of completely annihilating the bedding, he sat on the edge of the mattress and tried to calm down. Beating up his pillow wasn't going to do anything but make it hard to get some sleep... as if there was any chance of that happening anyway.
Clay listened at the door for a good twenty minutes before peeking out to make sure Adam had left. That's when he found Michelle sitting aimlessly on the sidewalk. She had her arms holding her legs up tight against her chest with her chin resting on her knees, dried tears streaked her beautiful face. She looked catatonic.
"Did he say my wife knew?"
She didn't answer—just stared out at the parking lot.
"Michelle, did Adam say my wife knew?"
"I think so," she finally mumbled. "What am I going to do? What am I going to do?" she repeated.
"I don't know," he quietly replied. "I don't know what either of us is going to do. If Laura knows I cheated on her, she'll never forgive me. I'll be looking at a divorce, I know it. What about you? Do you think he'll forgive you?"
She just slowly shook her head.
"Shit," he responded, "it looks like we're both fucked."
They sat side by side for a while longer, just thinking. "Well, this is getting us nowhere, Michelle. You okay to drive?"
"I knew this was a bad idea," she said, not responding to his question. "I knew it... I knew it and I did it anyway. Why?"
"I didn't force you, you know. You can't say I forced you."
Hearing his pitiful whining voice trying to deny any responsibility for the situation was making things even worse. For the first time since he sat beside her, she turned her head and looked at him. "Fuck you, Clay. Fuck you! Go—get out of here. You make me fucking sick to my stomach, just go!"
Without another word, he indignantly stood up and walked to his car. As he squealed his tires, leaving the parking lot, he was invaded with a dozen different thoughts. Should he call Laura and beg for forgiveness? Maybe it'd be better to go home and do it in person. He wondered if Terry had talked to her. Maybe he was able to smooth things over, convince her it wasn't true. The headquarters was only a few blocks away. He wondered if anyone would still be there.
It was close to six-thirty, but lights were still on. He heard Terry's voice coming from the backroom as he walked in. The room was filled with cigar and cigarette smoke and there was an open whiskey bottle on the table. Three other members of the campaign and his brother looked up when he entered.
"WHERE THE FUCK HAVE YOU BEEN?"
His older brother hadn't talked to him in that tone of voice since they were kids. "You know where I've been," he answered. "I told you a couple days ago, remember?"
"So while WE'RE all here trying to figure out how the fuck we replace FIFTY THOUSAND FUCKING DOLLARS, you're shacked up in some hotel FUCKING SOME REPORTER, way to go little brother."
He couldn't believe his brother just ratted him out in front of other members of the team. This wasn't good. He couldn't ever remember Terry being this angry. "We'll just reschedule it, Terry. Don't worry, we'll still get the money."
"Shit, it took us months to get those jamokes to the table. The damn election will be over before we can reschedule that thing."
"Well," Clay countered, "I've got the names of all the contributors. I'll call them and just ask for their donation."
Terry scoffed, "Yeah, right, good luck with that. By the way, Laura called earlier. Evidently, she knows all about your little day-long fuck fest. She said not to bother going home, she's had the locks changed already."
"Shit, can I stay with you for a little while?"
"Hell no. I'm sure my wife knows by now and probably figures I was covering for you. I'm going to have enough of my own problems trying to convince her otherwise. Go find yourself a cheap motel somewhere."
By that time, Michelle had tired of the looks she was getting from passersby so she locked herself in her car. She had no plans for what to do, she had no idea what she could say that would convince Adam to forgive her. She just sat behind the wheel and remembered all the good times they shared; all the laughs they had together, all the great experiences, and all the times they made love.
Between thoughts, she kept seeing Adam's face. The hurt and pain she saw behind his moisture-laden eyes was like a dagger to her heart.
She wondered if he'd gone home. Then she wondered if she should go home. Knowing him, he'd probably move out of the apartment himself before making her leave. She had to go somewhere; she couldn't sleep in the parking lot.
*****
After putting a real hurt on his pillow and drying a few tears, Adam realized he hadn't had anything to eat all day. He went to the desk and asked the clerk about restaurants in the area.
"Oh, Sir, there must twenty within a three block radius," the young man answered.
He walked out the front door and spotted an Applebee's. Good enough, he told himself. He sat down and ordered, then in a moment of weakness, wondered why Michelle would cheat on him like that. She'd never given him any indication that she was unhappy with his bedroom skills or any other part of their life.
By the time his food came, Adam had decided why she did it really made no difference. The fact was, she did it. In the grand scheme of things that's all that mattered.
While leaving the restaurant, Adam was crossing the street when he saw a familiar figure entering the motel. He couldn't figure out how the asshole could have tracked him down so fast. He looked around the parking lot to see if he'd brought any buddies with him but didn't see anyone else.
Keeping a wary eye out, Adam cautiously made his way through the parking lot and entered the motel. He hung back and saw Clay talking to the clerk at the counter. He didn't dare get close enough to hear what they were saying so he just watched.
Damn, he thought. He must have tracked me down the same way I did him, which means he had to have help from Michelle. Just the notion had him boiling with anger again. He was just about to confront him when he saw Clay reach for his wallet and give a credit card to the clerk while he started filling out a registration card. A big wide grin stretched across Adam's face. He's checking in?
He watched while the clerk gave Clay a keycard then crept a little closer to hear. "Room two-twelve, Mr. Bartlett. Just go up these stairs and turn left."
Clay thanked the clerk and started for the stairs, unknowingly turning his back to Adam.
"Did you find a restaurant okay, sir?"
Adam watched to make sure Clay didn't turn around and see him. "Yes, I did. Thank you for your help," he quietly answered before returning to his own room. Earlier, he had thought about beating the shit of Clay, but decided against it. Yeah, no doubt it would make him feel better, but it wasn't going to unring the bell, the deed was already done. If anything it would make a bad situation worse, but that was before Clay checked in. Two hundred motels in the area—what were the odds he'd come here. No, he told himself, this is fate, this is karma, I can't let this opportunity go by; I'd never forgive myself.
He thought about simply going to Clay's room, knocking on the door and charging in as soon as he opened it, but that would surely land him in jail and might not even work if the asshole realized who was knocking. There had to be a better way.
Clay was lying in bed with the TV on, although he wasn't really watching it. He had tried calling his wife but she wasn't answering either phone. He thought about going home, but he was sure she really did have the locks changed, so what good would it do. He also had to figure out a way to replenish the campaign money they lost so he could get his brother off his back. "Shit," he said while getting up to take a leak, "what a fucking mess."
On his way back from the bathroom, he saw something on the floor by the door. It was a folded sheet of the motel's stationery. The message inside was short and written in a feminine hand.
Hi, my girlfriend and I saw you when you checked in. We're having an intimate little party in room 123 and wondered if you'd like to join us.
His first thought was, I wonder what they look like? Then he answered himself, who cares? A threesome was just what the doctor ordered. Suddenly all his cares disappeared. He remembered seeing a vending machine in the hall. It had toothbrushes, toothpaste, and deodorant, all the comforts of home. He took a quick shower and wished he had a change of clothes. Oh well, he thought, he didn't figure on wearing them very long anyway.
He remembered the little blue pill in his pocket. He brought it just in case, but didn't need it for Michelle. She was more than enough to keep him excited. He was, however, exhausted by the time they were done and that was only a few hours ago, and besides, there were two of them. He unwrapped one of the plastic glasses and took the pill with some water.
Clay had a big grin on his face as he knocked on the door of room one-twenty-three, a grin that wouldn't be there long. The door swung open and before Clay knew what was happening, he was pulled into the room and heard it slam behind him. He stumbled, then turned and was popped in the face by a light left jab.
Adam purposely left himself open for two counter blows by Clay before letting loose. The three quick jabs to Clay's nose were a lot harder than the first one. A hard right-cross sent him across the bed, but Adam wasn't done. He picked Clay up by his suit jacket and hit him hard in the stomach, doubling him over. Adam straightened him up again with a knee to the face and gave him one more hard right hand, putting him down for the count.
With Clay sprawled across the floor, moaning and only half-conscious, Adam went through his pockets until he found what he was looking for. It took several minutes for Clay to get his faculties back. He was still moaning as he sat up and saw Adam sitting in a chair across the room.
"Y... You," he winced in pain with every word. "You won't get away with this. I'm calling the cops right now. I'm going to have you arrested."
"Go ahead," replied a smiling Adam. "How are you going to explain being in my room?"
"What?"
"My room—this is my room. If I was the aggressor wouldn't I have gone to your room?"
"You..." Clay reached into his pocket.
"Looking for the note? I tore it up and flushed it down the toilet," Adam told him.
It was excruciating for Clay to talk but he was too angry to keep quiet. "That makes no difference. You lured me down here and ambushed me."
"Really? Because that's not the way I see it. I checked into this motel a good two hours before you did and the fight took place in my room. To me it looks like you were pissed because I informed your wife about you cheating on her. You followed me here and waited to see if I was going to stay. You then checked in to keep an eye on me. When you knew I was in my room you knocked on the door and punched me as soon as I opened it. I was startled and staggered backward before you hit me again. I'll have the bruises to prove it. I had to defend myself and fought back.
"It sure sounds plausible to me... a lot more so than you and I coincidentally checking into the same motel hours apart and me luring you to my room, don't you think? At best, it's your word against mine. You prefer charges against me and I'll do the same against you. We'll take it to court and see who the jury believes."
There was no way Clay wanted to go public with the whole mess, and Adam knew it. After thinking it over for a minute, Clay struggled to get on his feet and headed for the door.
"This isn't over, asshole," Adam told him before he left. "I'm going to make your life a living hell, just like you made mine."
Clay stumbled out to his car and drove to the hospital. He explained his broken jaw and concussion to the cops the same way he did the doctor, he was jumped in an alley by two men.
Michelle was finally able to drive home. She had never felt as all alone as when she walked into the apartment. For a few minutes, she stood inside the doorway just looking for some sign of life, but of course, there was none. She thought she was all cried out, but new tears found their way down her face.
She went into the kitchen, thinking there was some coffee left over from the morning, but the pot was empty. Moving like a robot, she made more. As she sat, waiting for it to brew, her mind was a moshpit of thoughts, but one came to the forefront. She remembered Adam telling her to call Clint. She inhaled deeply with fear and dialed his number.
"Michelle, are you all right?" He sounded very concerned.
"Yeah, Clint, I'm okay."
"Where the hell have you been? Have you talked to Adam? He's worried sick."
"I... I did a stupid thing, I... I spent the day with a man."
There was a brief silence. "Spent the day? You don't mean you cheated on Adam?" He heard her starting to cry and knew before she answered.
"Yes, I'm afraid that's exactly what I mean, Clint."
"Does he know?"
"Yeah, he caught us coming out of the motel room."
"So you blew off that thing in Peoria and spent the day in bed with another man. What were you going to do about the story?"
"I had enough information on what was going to happen that I could write a generic piece and no one would have known."
Clint was shocked that one of his best and most trustworthy reporters wasn't so trustworthy after all. "Have you ever done this before?"
"No," she said emphatically, "never, Clint, I swear." Again, nothing but dead air. "Are... are you going to fire me?"
"I don't know yet," he angrily replied. "I'll have to talk this over with upstairs on Monday and see what they want to do. Come in on Monday at your usual time. The managing editor might want to talk to you, personally."
"Okay," she wept. She realized he'd hung up without saying anything more. She sat there just staring into nothingness.
After a few minutes, the smell of fresh coffee penetrated her sea of despair. As she poured herself a cup, Michelle thought back to that morning and how happy she and Adam were after a night of love-making. God, she thought, was that really only twelve hours ago? Could her entire life really had fallen apart in just twelve hours?
She wondered about Adam; where was he, was he planning on coming home, was he okay, would he answer his phone? As frightened as she was at what he might have to say, she had to make sure he was okay.
"Yeah?"
Never in her life had she ever detected even a smidgen of coldness in his voice, but now it was unmistakable. "I... called to make sure you're all right, and to apologize."



"Well, I'm not all right and your apology is not accepted."
She had no idea what to say.
After a few moments, he responded to the silence. "If that's all, I'll say goodbye."
"No wait," she almost yelled. "Please, Adam, please, I'm so sorry. I never meant to hurt you..."
"And yet you did," he said, cutting in. "You ripped out my heart like there was nothing to it. You destroyed my world, my hopes, my dreams... my love."
That last part especially felt like a dagger in her heart. She had nothing she could say. She started crying again, so Adam continued.
"We're done, Michelle. This was not a moment of weakness on your part. You had to have prepared for this. I assume you had some kind of plan for writing your story since you weren't even going to be at that luncheon, so you must have had everything worked out ahead of time. You even made sure we made love last night so I wouldn't be suspicious."
"NO," she yelled, finally speaking. "No, I wanted to show you how much I love you."
He chuckled at that. "Yeah," he snarked. "You love me so much you snuck around behind my back and deliberately deceived me so you could go fuck another guy! Hell, if it hadn't been for a client that wasn't ready for their shoot today, I'd probably never have known. How many others have there been... others I've never known about?"
"Oh, Adam, please believe me, this was the only time I've ever done anything like this. I... I just..."
"You just what... thought you could get away with it?"
"No," she cried out. "I... I had a crush on him in high school. I just..."
"You just thought you'd screw him and your idiot unsuspecting husband would never know?"
"Adam, that's not..."
"I loved you with all my heart," he sadly stated, cutting her off again. He really wasn't interested in what she had to say. He wanted to somehow make her understand how much she hurt him; although he doubted if that was even possible.
"I'd have given my life for you. Now, I don't know. There's probably a part of me that still loves you, but not like I did, not like before. There's no coming back from this, Michelle. I don't trust you anymore, and I'll be damned if I'm going to spend the rest of my life wondering if my wife is cheating on me. "
Michelle knew as soon as she saw him in the parking lot that nothing would ever be the same again. She sat there, his words ringing in her ears as she thought of all their future plans that would now never come to fruition. More tears spilled onto her lovely cheeks. Adam's voice brought her back to the conversation.
"Did you talk to Clint?"
"Yeah," she answered as she wept.
"Do you still have a job?"
"I... I don't know yet. He's going to talk to the managing editor. I might have to talk to him, too."
"Well good luck. I mean that. You're a good reporter. You destroyed your marriage today; I hope you didn't destroy your career, as well." He couldn't talk to her anymore. Listening to her sobs from the other end of the line was getting to him.
"Listen, we'll have to talk about what each of us wants and what to do about the apartment, but I don't want to discuss anything more right now. I'm sorry, Michelle. I'm sorry I don't have it in me to forgive you, but I don't. I don't know that I'll ever trust any woman again, let alone you. We'll talk again in a few days. Bye." He didn't wait for a response before disconnecting.
It was a long weekend.
Clay was admitted to the hospital. He had a couple loose teeth and a hairline fracture of the lower jaw bone, along with a slight concussion. They strapped an icepack to the side of his face and kept him overnight in case the swelling restricted his breathing. The fracture, they said, would heal on its own, but he was going to be taking his meals through a straw for a while.
He thought about calling his wife. Maybe she'd sympathize, then again, she might just tell him he deserved what he got. As depressed as he was feeling, he really didn't want to hear that.
He decided to call Terry, but after ringing several times, it went to voicemail. The icepack numbed the pain a little but made it even harder to talk. Still, he had to leave a message.
"Hey, bro, I got into a little scrape after leaving the headquarters. I'm in Mercy Hospital with a broken jaw. Call me, will you... please." He hit disconnect and laid there... thinking. He couldn't do much else.
He wondered how Adam caught on. He must have known about the luncheon being canceled. No, how would he know about that? It was more likely that Michelle tipped him off—stupid cunt, he thought... but how in the hell did he know what motel they were at?
He decided he wasn't going to worry about it, it didn't make any difference anyway; he was fucked. His wife was surely pissed and might even want a divorce. "Damn," he whispered to the empty room, "I wonder what that will cost?" Then he thought of the other aspect. He really did love his wife and kids, and for the first time that day, a sadness came over him. He wasn't a religious man, but if all else fails... he said a silent prayer and promised God that if he could save his marriage, he'd never stray again.
*****
After hanging up with Michelle, Adam mindlessly watched some TV until he attempted to get some sleep. After tossing and turning for what felt like a lifetime, he sat up in bed and tried watching a little more of the boob tube. It was four o'clock when he gave up. He took a shower, dressed, and walked out to the street. There was a lit-up Denny's sign a couple blocks down.
He sat at the counter, picking at his steak and eggs.
"Something wrong with the food, sir?"
He looked up at the middle-aged waitress. "Huh, oh no, I'm just not as hungry as I thought I was, that's all."
She smiled and filled his cup for the third time. "You want me to put it in a container to go?"
"No thanks. I'm in the motel down the street. I don't have any way of warming it up. I'm just going to drink this and go," he said, reaching for the fresh cup of coffee.
As he left, he didn't feel like going back to his room. He looked to the east and wondered how far it was to the lake. It had to be two miles, at least. Hell, only one way to find out, the walk will do me good, he told himself.
He was approaching Belmont Harbor when he saw the first small hint of light peeking over the horizon. He walked over and took a seat on one of the large rocks along the shoreline. He had never been to the lake that early in the morning. It was so peaceful it almost made him forget.
He closed his eyes and leaned back on his hands as he breathed in the fresh air coming off the massive body of water. It was refreshing and made him smile for the first time in a while.
When he opened his eyes again, the sun was just cresting the water's edge. He watched as light from the rising ball of fire created horizontal streaks of red and gold in the sky. It was the start of a new day—the first day absent from the most important person in his life. A couple tears trickled down his face as he felt the hole she left in his heart.
*****
Michelle couldn't stop crying. Intermittently she would cry herself to sleep, only to wake up a little while later and cry some more. She desperately tried coming up with something that would make Adam forgive her, but it was useless. She knew him too well. Nothing she could say or do was going to make it happen.
She wondered where he was... how he was doing. She also wondered how he found out. He said something about a client not being ready for their shoot, but how could something like that have led him to the motel?
She looked toward the window and saw light sneaking in from behind the shade. She rolled onto her side and stared at the lonely pillow alongside her. Never again would she wake up with Adam lying next to her. The thought was devastating. She reached over and pulled the pillow to her face to smell his scent. She had no tears left, but that didn't stop her from breaking down and sobbing once again.
Sunday was a wasted day for all involved. Clay tried calling his wife, then his brother, neither answered. The same was true for Michelle when she mustered the nerve to try Adam. On Monday they all showed up for work.
Charlene looked up and smirked as he passed. Clay figured she knew about his little dalliance and came to the correct conclusion. He said nothing as he headed for the back room where Terry was sitting at the conference table.
"It looks like the photographer discovered your fuck session. I thought he looked in pretty good shape. Well, it serves you right."
"Gee, thanks," Clay mumbled from a badly bruised face. "I... I've got a broken jaw, it's hard to talk," he muttered.
"Marvelous, a campaign manager that can't talk. You're as useless as tits on a bull. Why don't you go home and try to patch things up with Laura."
"I..." he still winced in pain when trying to speak. "I don't think she'd let me in; besides, we have to figure out how to replace that fifty grand."
*****
Clint's chair was empty when Michelle walked in. She sat down at her desk and looked around, wondering if anyone knew of her shame. She sat there for twenty minutes, sweating it out before she saw Clint step out of the elevator. He walked over to her desk and told her to follow him to his office.
Michelle felt like she was walking to the gallows. She followed him into his office and closed the door, then sat as instructed.
"We're not going to fire you," he stated.
One bullet dodged, she thought.
"But—you won't be going on any real stories for a while," he said, finishing his statement. "You're back to cub reporter status, and I'll be frank, I had to fight for that. They were going to fire you."
"Clint, I don't know what to say. Thank you. I'm so sorry I put you in this position."
"Me too," he countered. "I've always liked you Michelle, but damn it, how..." he shook his head. "I can't tell you how disappointed I am, not only with your work ethic, or I should say lack of it, but cheating on Adam? That guy loves the hell out of you. You should have heard how worried he was when he couldn't get ahold of you that day."
He could see tears streaking her face. "Go on, beat it. I'll find something for you to do in a little bit."
Michelle left the office and went straight to the lady's room to cry.
*****
Adam asked for a quick private meeting with his boss. "Phil, I need the day off."
His boss looked like someone just stuck him in the butt with a hatpin. "No can do, you know that. Hell, I came down here yesterday and opened the back door so West Wind could drop off all their stuff for the shoot. Shit, I'll bet there's two-hundred dresses back there, not to mention shoes and purses. Their models will be here in an hour. I'm sorry, Adam, but there's just no way."
That was pretty much what he expected, but he thought it was worth a try. "Okay," he replied with a sigh, "but do me a favor, don't book anything for me after this. I need the rest of the week off."
This was extremely unusual for Adam. He was very conscientious. Phil could see it in his face, something was wrong. "You're not sick or anything, are you?"
"No, not physically anyway; sick at heart, maybe. I'm having some family problems that need to be addressed as soon as possible, that's all."
"I'm sorry to hear that, Adam. I wish I could give you the day off, but I don't have anyone else who could shoot this right now."
"I understand, Phil, just make sure you don't schedule anything else for me this week."
"You got it... and I hope things work out."
That Sunday, Adam had researched family law attorneys in the area. He had the numbers of three of them, and called at lunchtime. After going over some concerns with all three, he made a Thursday appointment with the one he liked the best.
He waited until the following Sunday to call Michelle.
She had sent him daily text messages reaffirming her love for him, but hadn't received any replies. When she saw his name on her phone, she knew what was coming. "Hello," she said, hesitantly.
"Hi, Michelle. I've gotten your text messages but they're not going to help. You broke your most sacred promise to me. Actions have consequences, Michelle. I don't have to tell you that. You knew the chance you were taking. You gambled with our happiness, at least mine anyway, and lost. How am I supposed to forgive that?"
"I'm so sorry, Adam," she whimpered.
"Anyway," he said, determined to maintain his resolve, "I wanted to give you a courtesy call. I saw an attorney and got the paperwork started for our divorce. I've got to go in next Tuesday and sign the papers, then he's going to file them in court on Wednesday. I'm not going to have you served, I'll just stop by on Saturday and give you your copies. You should probably get an attorney and have him look them over.
"Can... can we stay friends?"
"I don't know, Michelle," he said with a small sigh. "I guess we can try, but I'm going to need some time first. You... damn it, Michelle, you have no idea how badly you broke my heart. I feel like my soul has been ripped out. I don't know which way is up or down right now."
"I know," she replied with a small sob. "I... I know I keep saying I'm sorry and I know you don't want to hear it, but I don't know what else to say, Adam."
"Michelle, it's not that I don't want to hear it, it just doesn't change things. Two little words, no matter how sincerely they're spoken, are not going to make up for what you did." Hearing her sobs on the other end was just driving the stake deeper and deeper into his heart. He couldn't take it anymore. "I've got to go, Michelle. I'll see you on Saturday. I'll call before I come over." She was still crying when he disconnected.
All week she continued to send text messages saying she was sorry. Adam felt sorry for her. He knew she was hurting, but so was he and he wasn't about to give her a chance to do it again.
As promised by his attorney, the papers were ready on Tuesday. He used the rest of the week to look for an apartment and put a deposit down on one a little closer to work. Saturday, he called Michelle but got no answer so he left a message asking for a good time to stop by. He waited a couple of hours then tried again, still no answer. He decided to go out for lunch then drive by and see if she was home.
It was almost two o'clock when he got to the apartment complex and saw her car. She still hadn't called him back. Normally he would have wondered if she was sick or not feeling well, or possibly she was out shopping and just got home, but instead, the first thing that crossed his mind was another man. Did she have shithead up there with her... or someone else?
He parked his car and walked over to feel the hood of hers. It was cool. He looked around for Clay's Caddy but didn't see it. That didn't mean anything, though. There were a dozen places within a couple of blocks where he could park his car and walk over.
The thought that she might be entertaining had him boiling angry by the time he reached their apartment. He half expected her to answer the door in her robe if she answers at all.
He was somewhat relieved when she opened the door, fully clothed. "Hi, come on in, I still have some hot coffee left."
He followed as she turned and walked into the kitchen. "Are you alone?" he asked as he sat down at the kitchen table.
"Of course. My husband left me, who else would be here?"
"Well, I've been trying to get you all morning. I thought maybe you had someone over and didn't want to answer the phone."
"No, Adam, I don't have any lovers over if that what you mean," she replied in a snotty voice.
He didn't want to get into an argument. All he wanted to do was drop off the papers so he removed them from the envelope and pushed them across the table to her. "Here are the papers. They're pretty straightforward. The only thing we have to figure out is the apartment. We still have four months to go on the lease. It's too much for you to take on alone, so if you want to stay here, I'll pay for the next two months. That'll give you time to save up for the last two, and you can keep what you get back from the security deposit."
"I don't want a divorce, Adam," she said as she slid the papers back in his direction.
He noticed a resolve in her voice that wasn't there before. All she'd done in the past was apologize. "Michelle, you don't have to give your approval for the divorce to go through, but it would make things easier."
"That's just it, I don't want to make things easier. I'm going to make them as hard as I can and hope you'll find a way to get passed this.
"Michelle, do you know what my first thought was when I saw your car in the lot and you hadn't gotten back to me yet? It was that you must have someone in here, namely Clay."
"I don't care, Adam. I'm going to fight you on this, every step of the way."
"Michelle, you asked me last week if we can be friends after this. If..."
"I don't want a friend, Adam, I want my husband back," she stated, interrupting him.
"It's not going to happen, Michelle. Face it."
"I can't, Adam. If I don't fight as hard as I can, I'll never forgive myself."
There was no talking to her. He sighed, "Well, keep the papers in case you change your mind." With that, he got up and left. Once in the car, he shook his head with disappointment. The whole situation was tearing him apart. He just wanted to get it over with so he could get on with his life.
That's when he remembered his childhood. There were two major papers in Chicago. His wife worked for one, The Tribute was the other. As soon as he got back to his motel room, he called Laura, Clay's wife. After giving him her approval, he called and just barely made the deadline for Sunday's paper.
Monday, around noon, he got a call from an extremely irate Clay Bartlett. "What the fuck do you think you're doing? I'm going to sue your ass for every penny you've got!"
"Go ahead, asshole. I can see the headlines now. "'Brother of state assemblyman candidate sues broken-hearted husband after ruining his marriage.'" You know, I'll bet the ten o'clock news stations would even be interested in that."
Clay hadn't thought that far ahead. He simply flew into a rage when someone told him of the announcement. Adam was right, there was no way to put a good spin on the story if it ever came out. He had the paper right in front of him.
"I don't get it," he said. "It says, 'The former Mrs. Adam Rogers wishes to announce her engagement to Mr. Clayton Bartlett of Chicago. Mr. Bartlett is the brother of Terrence Bartlett, candidate for state councilman. Mrs. Rogers and Mr. Bartlett will take their wedding vows on a date to be announced as soon as their divorces are finalized.'
"It doesn't even make sense. We're not engaged nor do we intend on getting married. Why would they say that?"
"When I was a kid, my folks owned an antique shop. They had a big sign over the door as you walked in. "You break it, you buy it." You broke my marriage, asshole, now I'm going to make you pay. This is just the first installment."
"We'll see about that," Clay shouted before hanging up.
About twenty minutes later he got a second call. "Damn it, Adam, what are you up to? I have no intention of marrying Clay and you know it. Jesus, I'm getting calls from my folks and just about everyone we know, asking what this is all about."
"Just a little something to get the ball rolling—I hope. Clay's going to pay, Michelle, one way or another, he's going to pay. I'm hoping some bright reporter sees the announcement and gets curious. If it doesn't work, I'll think of something else."
"But, Adam, this is going to hurt me as well. The paper is already pissed at me and this isn't going to help."



"I'm sorry, Michelle, I truly am, but you're a very smart woman; you should've weighed the possible consequences before jumping into bed with a sleazeball like Clayton."
She knew he was right. She couldn't even blame it on making a hasty decision, she had days to think about and went ahead anyway. She also knew the fallout from her stupidity hadn't even started yet. She lost the bravado she displayed at the kitchen table. She'd lost any hope of getting him back.
"Okay, Adam, I won't give you any more trouble. I thought by giving it one last try, you'd maybe consent to couples' therapy or something, but I can see that's not going to happen. I'm so sorry."
"I know you are, Michelle, me too. Believe me, if I thought there was a way I could get over this, I'd hang in there, but it's just not going to happen."
"I'll sign the papers when I get home and send them in."
It was probably the saddest voice he'd ever heard anyone use.
Epilogue:
That year, Michelle's parents got tired of Chicago winters and moved to Florida. Michelle got tired of catching every trivial, unimportant story the paper could find and started sending out resumes'. She finally got an offer from the Atlanta Journal and moved. It was a smaller paper and she hated starting over in another town, but at least it was closer to her parents. She never did forgive herself for being so stupid and losing the man she'd always love.
After the engagement announcement in the paper, rumors started to fly. Quite a few of them involved Terry. Just as Adam had expected, a reporter, out to make a name for himself, started to investigate. At Terry's press conferences, the reporter was constantly asking embarrassing questions. The political hopeful wound up losing the election by three thousand votes and bitterly blamed his brother.
Clay had a hard time with the divorce and started drinking pretty heavily. After showing up at a construction site half in the bag, his brother fired him. Feeling sorry for himself just pushed him to drink more. It got to the point where his ex told him he couldn't see the kids if he wasn't stone-cold sober. He finally stopped coming around at all just about the time his ex started dating a nice guy. Clayton just kind of faded from sight and no one really missed him.
It would be a while before Adam would jump into the dating pool again. It was just going to take time before he would ever trust a woman again. Ironically, Charlene, the campaign office manager, bragged so much about Adam's photography that he started getting inquiries and opened a profitable little sideline of shooting portraits. It would never replace his job at the studio, but he was building a nice nest egg for happier times in the future.
If you break it, you pay, Clay.
The end.



        Peg Leg's Lost Treasure

        It wasn't the treasure, it was the adventure.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/peg-legs-lost-treasure

Title: Peg Leg's Lost Treasure

Author: laptopwriter

Category: Loving Wives

Description: It wasn't the treasure, it was the adventure.

Tags: desert, con-man, treasure, gold, die, map, eye-patch




Peg Leg's Lost Treasure
By
Laptopwriter
Copyright © 2020
Several years ago, I wrote a story, "It's Against the Law," where I introduced three characters, Jack, who was an investigative reporter for a major Chicago newspaper, Dalton, who was a photographer with his own studio, and Dave, a sergeant on the Arlington Hills police force.
In my sequel to the story, 'But is it Immoral,' I used Jack and Dalton again.
Since then, I have received a bunch of emails and comments asking when they would get together again for another story, so I thought I'd have them join forces for another adventure, although only as supporting cast members. I hope you like it... and as always, I enjoy reading your comments.
*****
Peg Leg's Lost Treasure
This was ridiculous. Outside the wind was gusting up to thirty miles per hour, and it was about to start pouring any minute. He was starting to feel like a fool. Whoever belonged to the mysterious voice was twenty minutes late. The whole thing sounded too far-fetched to be legit, anyway. I'll wait another ten minutes, he thought. If he isn't here by then, I'm taking off.
He had about three fingers of beer left in the bottle, so rather than order another, Aaron decided to just nurse it along. This whole thing was either some stupid practical joke or somebody was just playing games. Either way, he wasn't in the mood.
A few minutes later, he glanced at his watch once more, threw back the last of his Budweiser, and started to get up when the guy sitting on the next stool grabbed his arm.
"I recognize you from the picture in the paper. I had to make sure you were alone."
Aaron identified the voice as the same one from the strange phone call he'd gotten the night before.
"Get us another beer and meet me over there in the corner booth."
Aaron didn't like the guy's demeanor and was still tempted to just leave, but his curiosity wouldn't let him. He ordered two more beers and watched as the dark figure of a man limped his way along the floor and across the room.
This can't be real, Aaron told himself. The weird character was dressed as if he'd stepped out of a thirties noir movie. The dark grey suit he wore was at least a size too big and the black patch over his left eye seemed to be carrying things a little too far. Well, I'm here, Aaron thought to himself, I might as well see what he has to say.
He could hear it start to pour outside as he walked over, slid into the booth opposite the grungy stranger and pushed one of the beers in his direction. "Okay, what's this all about?"
The man's greasy hair hung down over his forehead, almost reaching his dark brown eyes as he lowered his head and his voice. "Ever hear of Peg Leg Smith's lost gold mine?"
Aaron laughed out loud. He knew this had to be somebody's idea of a joke. "Peg Leg Smith, huh; can't say as I have," he said, flippantly.
"I can tell you don't believe me, but hear me out. The mine is real and I know where it is."
"Okay," Aaron replied with a sigh. "You have the floor. Tell me all about this lost gold mine."
The stranger looked around to make sure no one was listening nearby. "Peg Leg Smith was a mountain man and fur trapper out west in the early eighteen hundreds. Anyway, he was taking a bunch of beaver pelts across the desert to sell in Los Angeles around the late eighteen twenties. On his way, he picked up some black rocks he thought were copper. When he got to LA, he found out it was gold. Unfortunately for him, he couldn't find the spot again, but he said the gold was just laying all around, tons of it."
Aaron was wondering why he was even wasting his time listening. It was obviously nothing but BS. "So he couldn't find it again, but you know where it is?"
"Yeah," the stranger confirmed. "A few years later somebody else found it again, an old prospector; he loaded his saddlebags with the stuff."
"And then he couldn't find it again, either, right?" asked a very skeptical Aaron.
"No, he got sick and died."
Aaron had had just about enough of the guy's nonsense. "Look, get to the point. Why did you call me?"
"I read about you in the newspaper. You seem like somebody I can trust. I know where the gold is, but..."
"If you know where it is, what do you need me for? Why not just go get it yourself?"
This time it was the stranger who chuckled. "Look at me. I've got a bum leg, I can only see out of one eye and my ticker isn't in the best of shape. As I said, the gold is in the desert. You can drive some of the way but the last twenty or thirty miles is pretty rugged territory; the only way to get there is on horseback. I'd never make it.
"You'll also need to rent a horse, a couple of pack mules, and a horse trailer large enough to carry them. All that costs money, money I don't have."
"So how is it that you're the only one who knows where this gold is?"
"That prospector I told you about? He had a doctor taking care of him before he died. That doctor was an ancestor of mine. My sister was doing all kinds of that... what do you call it... gene something?"
"Genealogy?"
"Yeah, where they track down old relatives and stuff. Anyway, she somehow got a bunch of stuff that used to belong to people we were related to in the past. When she died a few months ago of breast cancer, I got all that stuff. I found the map, along with a journal that the doctor kept in an old tin box with his name on it. It's all there. The prospector had thousands in gold. He drew the map just before he died."
"If the doctor had the map why didn't he go get the gold?"
"He was a doctor, not a prospector. According to his journal, he did wander out a couple times but got scared and went back home before he reached it. From what he wrote, he seemed pretty content with being a doctor. The gold just didn't mean that much to him."
"That's it? How do you know any of that stuff is even authentic?"
"You can tell. It's real old paper, all yellowed and everything. I'm telling you, I know it's real. It even smells old."
"It takes more than that. I'd have to have the map and the journal authenticated by an expert before giving you anything for it. How much do you want for it anyway?"
"Half," replied the stranger. "I want half of everything you find."
That was a little surprising. Aaron had figured the guy was going to try and sell him the map. "You don't want anything for the map?" he asked.
"What kind of fool do you take me for? I want half of the gold. I figure with today's prices, it's got be worth hundreds of millions of dollars. I'm not greedy, I'll take half and you take half. I will want a receipt for the map when I give it to you, though."
This put a little different wrinkle on things. What motive would the guy have for scamming him if he didn't want any money upfront? "Where is this map and journal of yours?"
The stranger gave him a wary eye. "They're safe and sound in a safety deposit box."
Aaron took another sip of his beer and sat back in the booth. "Okay, let me get this straight. You want me to lead an expedition into..."
"No! No expedition," interrupted the unkempt stranger, "just you."
"Just me? What makes you think I can find it alone? I'd need a guide who knows the area."
"You found that boat, didn't you? It's got to be harder finding something in the water than on land. The map is pretty damned detailed. All you'll really need is a compass and you shouldn't have any problems."
Aaron sat just staring at the guy, trying to figure out his angle.
The stranger could almost read all the questions floating around in Aaron's head. "Look," he said, "I've had this map for months, trying to figure out who I could trust with it. Then I read about you. I decided I had to trust somebody; it might as well be you, but I don't want a bunch of other people involved. That's a sure way to get screwed, in my book."
The two men sat silently for a few moments before Aaron spoke. "I need some time to think this over."
"How much time?"
"I don't know, a few days, a week maybe, no more than that, though. You blocked your number when you called last night; how can I get in touch with you?"
"You got a pen?"
Aaron took one from his inside jacket pocket and handed it to him.
"Here's my number," he said, scribbling it down on a napkin. "Call me when you make up your mind." He started to slide out of the booth.
"Wait, I don't even know your name."
"John," he replied. "John Jones."With that, the mysterious man in the oversized grey suit limped his way through the bar and out the door.
A few seconds later, Aaron got up and went to see if he could spot what kind of car the guy was driving, maybe get a license number that he could give to his cousin, but the guy was already gone.
The rain wasn't coming down nearly as hard as it had been, so Aaron decided it was a good time to go home before it started coming down in sheets again. His wife was sitting on the couch watching TV when he walked in.
"Where you been?"
He walked over and kissed her on the forehead. "I had a business meeting," he said. Brenda was never that interested in his adventures, so he didn't see the need to elaborate.
"At this time of night?"
"Yeah, some weird guy with a treasure map."
Brenda looked at him like he had two heads. "A treasure map? Like pirate treasure? Don't you have enough of that stuff?"
"No, this is something different: a lost gold mine out west somewhere. I haven't decided on anything yet. I still have a bunch of questions. The only lost gold mine I ever heard of was the Lost Dutchman's. People have been looking for that one for over a hundred and fifty years and haven't found diddly-squat. I'm going to call Dave in the morning."
"Dave? What does he know about lost gold mines?"
"I'm sure he knows even less than I do, but he has resources for checking things out. I'm going to give him a description of the guy I met tonight. He had a limp and patch over his left eye. He might be a known con man or something."
"I see," she replied. "So, Mr. Indiana Jones, you want to go to bed and look for the golden pussy? Who knows, you might just strike it rich."
They'd been married long enough that Aaron didn't need a map to find his way around. Brenda started to moan as soon as his lips touched her neck, behind her ear. That drove her crazy with desire and was always a good place to start.
Always willing to take his time, Aaron let his right hand explore hills and valleys of her breasts, pinching her nipples and gently squeezing the soft voluptuous globes. As his lips traveled southward, so did his touch until he reached an already wet pussy. Brenda arched her back in response and whimpered with ecstasy. As Aaron kissed and nibbled his way down. He always loved her response when he sucked her clit in his mouth and rolled it around with tongue.
"Oh FUCK!" she cried out.
Aaron knew that was his clue. He maneuvered into place and slid inside of her. Brenda's body writhed with pleasures of the flesh as he made love to her. He took his time, enjoying the sight of her coming again and again. Finally, it was his turned. "I... I can't hold out much longer, babe."
"I... I... I'm almost...come with m... eeeee." Her squeels coupling with his groans as both climaxed with passion. Brenda threw her arms around his neck and pulled him down to her breasts, holding him as their two hearts beat like drums.
The next morning, Aaron tried his cousin's cell phone but it went straight to voice mail. That meant Dave was on the day shift.
"Arlington Hills police, how can I help you?"
"Hi, I was wondering if Dave Wyland was in?"
"No, I'm sorry, Sergeant Wyland is on a call. Can I help you?"
"No, this is Aaron Brookfield, his cousin. Could I just leave a message for him to call me when he gets a chance?"
"Brookfield, you said?"
"Yes, sir."
"I'll have him call you."
Aaron said thanks and hung up with a small sigh. The more he thought about this lost treasure the more anxious he was getting to talk to someone about it. He wondered how long it would take for Dave to call back. Well, he thought, you know what they say about a watched pot never boiling. Brenda had already left for work and he didn't want to just sit around waiting, so he strolled into his home office to see if he had any assignments.
Aaron always wanted to be a writer, but honest people, whether they were friends or publishers, told him his stuff was boring. He finally realized that boring was his forte and became a technical writer. It wasn't what he wanted to write, but it was writing and he found he was extremely good at making something that was very complex sound very simple. He was once told by a client that he could take the formula for jet propulsion and break it down so a third-grader could understand it. At one time he made a pretty good living, but he'd slacked off quite a bit since striking it rich and only kept a couple of clients.
His wife, however, never slowed down a bit. She'd been working for the same insurance company for years. After the dust settled and Aron found out how much he was worth, he wanted Brenda to quit so they could travel the world, but she refused. She enjoyed the job and the people with whom she worked.
Aaron checked his email... nothing, no assignments. Curious about what he might find online, he typed Peg Leg Smith into the search bar. There it was: one full page of articles all about him and the lost gold mine. The first two he clicked on gave very little information. The most extensive article was one from a True West magazine. It even mentioned the second prospector and the doctor, but there were no records or anything to substantiate the story.
Just as he finished reading, his phone rang. "Hello."
"Hi, Aaron, it's Dave. The desk sarge said you called."
"Yeah, Dave, thanks for calling back. Liston, I had something pretty weird happen the other night, I was wondering if we could grab a beer someplace and talk about it?"
"Ah, yeah, no problem; I get off at three-thirty. Lisa doesn't get home till five-thirty, so I've got time after work." The two men arranged to meet at Lucky's, a small bar near the police station that was popular with the cops.
*****
Brenda was getting ready to join a couple of co-workers for lunch when she got a call. She tapped the connect icon as soon as she saw the display. "Hi, lover," she cooed. "Can you make lunch after all?"
"No, I'm still in that sales meeting. I got a short break so I thought I'd call real quick. Did he say anything?"
"Not much but he's thinking about it. I've seen that look in his eye before. I think you've got him hooked."
"Fantastic," he replied with exuberance.
"I still don't like this, Sean. I... I'm not sure I can go through with it."
"You love me, don't you?"
"Yes, of course, but..."
"And I love you, but we can't live on love alone, honey."
"I know," she replied. "I just wish there was another way."
"Honey, we've gone over it several times. There is no other way, not if we want to live out our lives in comfort."
"I know," she acknowledged. "Honey, since you weren't available for lunch, I agreed to go out with some of the girls from the office. They're heading my way now, so I have to let you go."
"Okay, gorgeous, are we still on for Friday night?"
"Of course; Aaron thinks it's another girl's night out."
She heard him chuckle. "Let me know if he says anything about, you know what."
"I will, honey, bye."
*****
Aaron was sitting at the bar when Dave walked in. A beer was already waiting for him as he took the next stool. "Hey, Aaron, nice to see you," he said holding out his hand. Aaron took it and said likewise. "So, what's going on? What's this weird happening you're talking about?"
Aaron told him all about the one-eyed man with a limp and Peg Leg Smith's gold mine, just the way it had been told to him the night before. "I had sized the guy up as a con man at first. I thought sure he was going to try and sell me the map. He threw me for a loop when he said he didn't want anything for it. He wants half of the gold."
"That doesn't really mean anything," explained Dave. "Some of these guys are extremely clever. Trying to sell you the map would be way too obvious. He has something else up his sleeve."
"So you think it's definitely a con?"
"Oh, Aaron, I can't say one way or the other right now. You didn't get this guy's license number, did you?"
"No, I tried but he was gone by the time I got outside. I was wondering if you could see if there are any con men around with a limp and a patch over their eye?"
Dave chuckled. "If the guy's on the con, I doubt very much if the limp or the patch is real, Aaron. They do things like that to make their marks feel sorry for them. Are you supposed to see him again?"
"Yeah, I told him I needed a week to think about it. If I agree he'll have to give me the map to have it authenticated."
"What did he say when you told him that?"
"Nothing, really, he didn't look surprised at all."
"Hmmm," Dave hummed. "So he's not expecting to hear from you for a week?"
"Well, I told him a week, max, but yeah."
"Okay, I've got a couple of buddies. One is an investigative reporter and the other owns a photography studio. They're both pretty sharp. Let me run this past them and see what they think."
"Okay, I appreciate that. What do you think, though? What are the odds on this being the real deal?"
"I have no idea, Aaron. Just don't go making any deals without letting me know first, okay?"
"Okay."
That night Dave called Dalton Conrad, a photographer friend of his. "Hi Dalton, I'm not interrupting anything, am I?"
"No, not at all, Dave. I'm still at the studio just finishing up. How have you been?"
"Good, how's Tracy and the little one?"
"Well, Tracy is completely bald from pulling her hair out," he joked, "and Lorelai is finally starting to sleep through the night... thank God. What's up?"
"Well, you remember me telling you about my cousin a couple years ago, the one who found the pirate ship?"
"Yeah, of course. What'd he find this time, a gold mine?" he asked with a chuckle.
"You got it," Dave answered with a laugh.
"You're kidding."
"Well, at least a map to a gold mine," Dave elaborated. "The whole thing might be just a big scam, though. He asked for my help to check it out, but you and Jack are better at investigating things like this than I am. I was wondering if you two could meet me tomorrow night for a couple of drinks. I'll buy."
"Have you talked to Jack yet?" Dalton asked.
"No, my first call was to you."
"Okay, I'll call Jack and see if he can join us. Tomorrow night around eight at Plato's Place; sound okay?"
"Sounds good to me."
Dalton called Jack as soon as he hung up with Dave. Jack Northrupe was an investigative reporter for a major Chicago Newspaper. He and Dalton met and became friends years prior when Dalton worked on the same paper as a press photographer. Since then, Dalton had moved on and opened his own commercial photography studio, but their friendship has only grown stronger over the years.
Jack was there for his friend when Dalton's first wife cheated on him and was his best man when he married Tracy, his second wife.
Jack loved investigating a good mystery and jumped at the chance when Dalton told him Dave needed their help. They were both waiting for Dave at Plato's Place the following evening.
"Hi, guys, thanks for coming," Dave acknowledged as he motioned for the barmaid. As soon as she brought their drinks, Jack was the first to express his curiosity.
"Okay, Dave, what's up? Dalton says your cousin has a map to a lost gold mine?"
"Well, he doesn't have it yet, but he's supposed to get it sometime this week. He asked me to check it out, but there's nothing to go on. Aaron thought I could check out the guy who approached him from his description because the guy had a limp and a patch over his eye, but shit, that's probably BS.



"He's supposed to meet the guy again to get the map. Dalton, I was hoping you'd be able to get some surveillance pictures of the guy for me. Even with the eye patch, if he's a known con man, I might get a hit if I run him through facial recognition.
"Jack, I was hoping you'd be able to find out more on this gold mine. He called it Peg Leg Smith's lost gold. I tried looking it up on the web and it looks like a old legend, but there's very little information on it."
"Well, first off," said Jack, "most people believe the stories. It's not like the Lost Dutchmen's. No one's ever found any evidence that one really exists, but there have been others who have found gold in that same area that Peg Leg talked about."
That caught Dave's attention. "No kidding. So, you already know something about it?"
"Yeah, I don't know that much, but I know someone who will. Jerry Fender is a historian and an expert in the Old West. The paper uses him at times to verify old documents and things. This would be right up his alley."
"That'd be great, Jack, can you talk to him?"
"Yeah, he lives just outside of Denver, but I'll call him tomorrow."
Dave looked toward Dalton. "Old buddy, do you think you'd be able to get a couple of decent shots of the guy's face without him knowing about it?"
Dalton acted as if he took offense. "That's downright insulting, Dave. How many times have I taken surveillance photos for you? Have you ever had any complaints?"
"No, of course not, but Aaron said they met at some dingy neighborhood bar on the north side. They meet at night and I don't think you're going to have a lot of light."
Dalton was grinning. "This is perfect," he said. "Nikon has a camera designed specifically for low light photography. It's not really something I need; in fact, it's no good for the studio at all. Basically, it's designed for sports and photojournalism. You can take action shots at the bottom of a coal mine at midnight with this thing. It's not cheap, so I couldn't justify the cost for what would essentially be a plaything for me, but now I have a legitimate reason to buy it," he said, widening his grin.
"Oh, Dalton, don't go out and buy something expensive just for this. Don't you have a regular camera you can use?"
"Of course I do, but lighting is always a factor when doing surveillance work at night. With that camera, it'll be a piece of cake. Don't worry, Dave. I would have bought it anyway. Now I can do it without feeling guilty, that's all."
The three friends continued to talk through another round of beers. Dalton regaled his buddies with a couple stories regarding the new addition to his family, little Lorelai, the apple of his eye.
Before leaving they all went over the plan. Dave would inform Dalton where and when Aaron would meet the one-eyed stranger again, and Jack would call Jerry Fender and see how much information he could get on the gold mine.
The next morning, while Dalton stood in his favorite camera store, writing a company check for a little over five grand, Jack was making a call.
"Hi, Jerry, it's Jack Northrupe, how are you?
"Hi, Jack, I'm fine. How's yourself?"
"Excellent," he replied. "Listen, Jerry, I know someone who thinks he may have a map to Peg Leg's gold. If I sent it to you, could you authenticate it for me?"
Jerry chuckled. "Not really."
"You're kidding, how come?"
"Because there were a bunch of phonies drawn up during that time. Peg Leg was quite a character. Legend has it he cut off his own leg after it got infected from being shot with an arrow. He was a big liar and an even bigger horse thief, but he actually did find gold. There're assay records of it; problem was, he couldn't find it again. Word got out about his strike, though, so he drew up some phony maps and sold them for a pretty penny. He was even paid to lead a couple of expeditions out there. He made sure he got paid upfront, then he'd lead them pretty far into the desert and abandon them."
"Jesus, nice guy!"
"Yeah," Jerry replied with a chuckle. "Now, if your friend has one of his maps, I can verify it because we have samples of his handwriting, but others got in on the scam as well. No one truly knows for sure, but I wouldn't doubt if there weren't fifty or sixty of those bogus maps still floating around today. Thing is, the paper and the ink will be original from that period. That's why I said I can't really authenticate it. I can verify the age of the paper and the ink, but that doesn't mean the map is real. As far as I know, there aren't any authentic maps, just a lot of phonys."
"This one is supposedly drawn by some prospector that died. There's also a diary by some doctor that's supposed to confirm everything."
"Dr. DeCourcy?"
"I have no idea. Supposedly the guy that has it is a long lost relative of this doctor's."
"Well, to be honest, I haven't heard of any fake diaries by the doctor, but that doesn't mean there aren't any. Years after Peg Leg found it, an old prospector found it again. We know it was from the same area by the content of the ore. No one even knows the prospector's name because he was sick when he hit Los Angeles. He found Dr. DeCourcy, but he was too far gone to save. The doctor actually brought the gold into the assayer's office, saying the prospector gave it to him as payment. Of course, there was no one to dispute it, so he was able to keep it. It was about thirty-six hundred dollars; a small fortune in those days.
"Unfortunately, I don't know of any handwriting samples for him. If you want to send me the map and diary, I'll be happy to take a look at it, but as I said, all I can do is verify the age of the ink and the paper. I won't be able to tell you if it's the real McCoy or not."
"Okay, Jerry, thanks for being so honest. I'll tell this guy what you said and leave it up to him on what he wants to do."
"Good enough, Jack."
They hung up and Jack called Dave to go over Jerry's story with him. Dave, in turn, called his cousin and relayed everything to him.
By this time, Aaron was getting more and more excited over the prospect of finding another lost treasure. Hearing there were so many phony maps out there was disheartening.
He had never experienced a thrill like when he discovered the Devil's Mist off the coast of Saint Thomas in the Virgin Islands. A storm had uncovered it from a sandy grave where it had laid untouched for centuries. It was purely by luck that he had been scuba diving in that area on that day, but it turned into the adventure of a lifetime, not to mention riches beyond his wildest dreams. Now he had a chance to possibly do it again.
While the two were talking, Aaron decided he was at least going to arrange another meeting with the one-eyed John Smith and get the map and diary. Dave warned him not to give the guy any money. He said the guy might want some for security. Aaron agreed.
After calling the stranger, Aaron called Dave with the time and place of the meeting. He, in turn, called Dalton.
"I just looked it up, Dalton, it's a small neighborhood bar on Addison and Oak Park. I'm going to head on down there about an hour early and wait inside the bar. Would you be able to find a place to park and try to get some headshots of him going in and coming out?"
"Yeah, no problem, Dave."
"Does Tracy know what you're doing?"
"Of course, I don't keep anything from her. She's jealous. She wants to help," Dalton chuckled.
A few nights later, Dalton was parked on the side street overlooking Charlie's Club. Peeking out of the open rear window was his new camera equipped with the longest lens he had and zoomed all the way out to five-hundred millimeters. From that distance, he'd be able to get good head and shoulders shots. He knew Dave was already inside, but he wasn't sure about Aaron. In that neighborhood, only street parking was available, so he had to keep a keen eye open in case the subject walked passed him on the way in.
About twenty minutes early, a dark looking figure came limping around the corner, heading for the front door of the bar. Dalton looked through the eyepiece of his camera and started clicking away. He got a good look at the stranger's eyepatch when he looked around before going inside.
Once the guy disappeared behind the door, Dalton took a look at the back of his new camera. Damn, he said to himself, the pictures were sharp and clear as a bell. He readjusted himself to get a little more comfortable in the back seat and waited, but not for long. Only fifteen minutes had elapsed before the mysterious figure came back out. Again, Dalton started clicking away until his prey had disappeared around the corner again. Dalton quickly stuck his camera in the trunk and started in pursuit. His plan was to hopefully get the license number of the guy's car.
He crossed the street and let the guy get a reasonable distance ahead before starting his tail. After about a block he ducked behind a car when the stranger stopped to look around. Obviously feeling secure, the cagey character removed his eyepatch and continued to walk, minus the limp.
Dalton was getting nervous. He had followed his target for more than two blocks, had passed several empty parking spaces along the way, and they were still walking. He wondered if he was being set up or possibly lured into some kind of trap. He didn't want to stop, but he did put a little more distance between himself his tail.
Finally, almost six city blocks later, the man entered an apartment building. "Shit," Dalton cursed out loud. He still didn't have the guy's license number. Well, he did know where he lived. He'd just have to come in the morning and wait for the guy to go to work.
Dalton returned to the bar and found Dave sitting with another man who he presumed to be his cousin. After introducing the two men, Dave expressed his concern.
"Jesus, Dalton, you were gone a long time. We were getting worried. I was just about to go out and start looking for you. Did you get it?"
"I got the shots, yeah. That new camera is something else, but I didn't get his license," Dalton replied with obvious disappointment. "He lives in an apartment building about six blocks from here and walked all the way home."
"Shit," Dave commented.
"That's exactly what I said. I'll get up early and wait outside his place tomorrow morning. I'll get his plate number when he leaves for work."
Aaron couldn't believe he was getting so much help. Dave was his cousin, but they didn't really socialize all that much. They weren't what he'd call close. "I want to thank you guys for all this help. I wasn't expecting this. However this all turns out, when it's all over, I want all three of you guys to make me out a bill for all your work."
Dave and Dalton looked at each other. Dalton spoke for both of them. "Aaron, you should know that Dave, Jack, and I have been friends for many, many years. We have helped each other out of more scrapes than we can count. It's what friends do. Don't worry about paying us. We enjoy doing it."
"Well, Dave told me you bought an expensive camera just to take the pictures. At least let me pay for that."
"If you paid for it, I'd have to give it to you, and I'm having way too much fun with it," he said with a grin.
"No, no, I didn't mean..." Aaron started to respond before Dalton cut him off.
"Aaron, don't worry about it, it's deductible. We'll all let you take us and our wives out to dinner when it's all over, how's that?"
Aaron didn't think that was nearly enough, but he agreed.
The following morning, Dalton was parked just down the street from the apartment building, camera in hand. About seven-thirty, he got several good pictures of his target without the eyepatch, but had to alter his plans from there. As soon as he got back to his studio, he emailed the head shots to Dave. He ran them through facial recognition but got no hits.
That evening, all four of them met at Plato's Place. Dave introduced Aaron and Jack, but everyone was more interested in what Dalton had discovered.
He took several color eight by tens from a large manila envelope and pushed a couple in front of Aaron. "This is him in a suit and tie, minus the eyepatch. It looks like he may have been wearing a wig last night, too. His hair is cropped pretty short, here."
Aaron agreed. "Yeah, his hair was quite a bit longer than that and flopped down in front of his forehead." He studied the photo a little closer. "You know, he looks vaguely familiar, but I can't say for sure."
"Well," Dalton continued, "evidently the guy doesn't have a car. He had a cab waiting when he came out of his building. I followed him here," he explained as he took a couple more photos out. "I assume it's where the guy works."
Everyone saw the color drain from Aaron's face when he saw the next couple of pictures. Dave reached over and pulled the photos closer to take a look. "Isn't that where Brenda works?"
"Who's Brenda," Jack asked.
"His wife," Dave responded.
From the looks on their faces, Aaron knew what all three were thinking. "There're more business in that building besides the insurance agency. Just because this guy works in the same building doesn't mean anything. They probably don't even know each other, or maybe she's been bragging about being rich and this guy wants some of it."
"You're probably right, Aaron, but just in case I wouldn't say anything to Brenda," remarked Dave. "Does she know about all this?"
"I mentioned it that night when the guy first approached me but she didn't show much interest and hasn't said anything about it since," he replied.
"Well, at least for now, if she asks you about it, just say you still have some questions and leave it at that."
"So where do we go from here," Aaron asked.
Jack answered. "Well, do you have the map and that diary on you?"
"Oh yeah, here you go," Aaron said as he pulled the two items from his inside pocket."
"Okay, tomorrow I'll send these to Jerry by currier. Let's see what he has to say before we make our next move."
They all agreed while finishing their beers. Aaron took off right afterward. Dave, Jack, and Dalton ordered another round so they could talk further.
"Do you guys think this could just be a big ruse to get him out of town so this guy and his wife could have a fling?" Dave asked.
"If they're not already having one," Dalton commented.
Jack was still thinking. "I don't know. It sure seems like an awful lot of trouble to go through for a couple weeks of bumping and grinding."
"I know," Dave agreed, "but so far the guy hasn't asked for a penny. It sure seems like his main goal is to get Aaron out of town."
"Maybe she's planning to draw out what she can from the bank and take off with this guy, figuring they'll have a two week headstart by the time Aaron gets back," offered Dalton.
"That sounds more likely," agreed Jack.
"That place isn't all that far from my studio. I can run by there around noon a few times and see if I can catch the two together," volunteered Dalton. "If they are having an affair, I doubt they'd let lunch hours go to waste." On that note, they finished their beers and headed home.
The very next day, Dalton spotted his suspect leaving work around noon and tailed him to a small restaurant about a mile away. He followed him inside and sat at the counter. His target sat at a small table just a few feet away. Dalton noticed the waitress left two menus. A couple minutes later, he saw a pretty woman in her thirties, enter the restaurant. She walked straight up to the table and bent down for a kiss before sitting. Unfortunately, Dalton wasn't close enough to hear what they were saying. He ordered coffee and sat trying to observe their body language. After seeing enough, he paid his check and went back to his car to lay in wait with his camera.
Jack had plans for that evening, so it was a couple of nights before all four to get together again. Aaron got nervous when he saw Dalton sit down with another manila envelope. He removed the first picture showing a woman and their guy simply walking out of the restaurant together. "Is this your wife?" he asked Aaron.
Aaron looked at the platonic photo. "Yes, that's her, but this doesn't prove any..."
"I'm sorry," Dalton said in a sad voice as he passed the second shot over.
Aaron looked at the photo of his wife passionately kissing the other man. He wiped away some welled up tears from his eyes and pushed the two pictures back toward Dalton.
"Son of a bitch," he softly cried. "I had no idea."
Dalton was the only one there who could empathize. "I'm really sorry, Aaron. It happened to me once. I know how much it hurts."
A blanket of gloom covered the table. They could see the pain in Aaron's face. They all took a couple sips from their beers without a word being spoken. Dave was the first to break the silence as he looked over at Jack.
"Have you heard anything from Jerry?"
"Yeah," Jack replied. "It's just like he said over the phone. The paper and ink are from that time period, but as far as he knows there are no handwriting samples of either the old prospector's or the doctor's, so there's no way to authenticate anything."
"Come on, guys, with what we know now, there's no way that map is real anyway," Dalton said, stating the obvious. "You guys really think that jackass would be trying to pawn it off, if it was real?"
"Kill joy," laughed Dave. Everyone had a chuckle before Dave got more serious. "Aaron, originally we thought they were trying to get you out of town for two or three weeks so they could be together with no worries of getting caught," he started reluctantly. "But, well, Jack thinks there's more to it than that, and I think he has a point."
"What do you mean?" Aaron cautiously asked.
"The wig, the eyepatch, the map, it's all just too damned elaborate," Jack confirmed.
Dave chimed in again. "Aaron, how much money could Brenda get her hands on?"
Aaron had to think for a few seconds. "Ah, I don't know, maybe twenty grand, no more than thirty."
"That's it? Are you sure? Isn't there some way she could clean you out if she really wanted... maybe by forging your signature?"
"No, not at all. Everything we have is locked up in securities and a trust I set up. I deal with one guy: my broker. He knows my signature inside and out and would never release funds without hearing from me, personally."
All three looked at each other. "How well do you know this broker?"
"I've known him since we were kids. There's no way he'd screw me if that's what you're thinking."
"There's got to be more to it," Jack reiterated.
"Jack, what else could it be? They want him out of town so they can have two or three weeks together, it's the only thing that makes sense," Dave responded.
"He's not convinced," Dalton said with a smile. Everyone saw Jack was deep in thought. He finally looked over to Dalton.
"Would you be available tomorrow or the next day between noon and one?"
"Ah," Dalton thought for just a second, "not tomorrow, I have an all-day shoot. I'd be free for a while on Friday though. What do you have in mind?"
"We need to change tactics," he said. "We need to give the two lovers something to talk about at lunch. Dalton, I need you outside with my laptop so I can bug their table."
Dave comically stuck his fingers in his ears. "I didn't hear that," he joked.
"How are you going to bug their table?" Aaron asked. He was new to the group and had no idea he was dealing with a twenty-five-year veteran investigative reporter who had been responsible for busting numerous crimes wide open.
"I have my ways," is all he said in response. He looked back at Dalton again. "You and I will need to meet early so I can show you how to use the software on my laptop. Not only does it record audio of their conversation, but it'll use voice recognition to write a complete transcript with a time and date stamp. We just have to set it up for two subjects so it knows how to distinguish the voices."



"Jesus," Dave interjected, "we don't have anything that sophisticated. Where'd you get something like that?"
"You don't want to know, Dave," he answered with a smile.
He looked back over at Aaron. "Okay, Thursday night you need to go home all excited. Tell your wife you just got the report about the map. Tell her the truth. Say, although the expert couldn't verify any handwriting, he did say the paper and ink was from the early-eighteen hundreds. Tell her that's good enough for you and that you're going to make plans to out to California."
He looked back at Dalton. "You said the waitress laid two menus on the table without saying anything? That probably means they go to the same restaurant all the time. They obviously leave work a few minutes apart so they don't create suspicion.
"Just in case, though, we'd better follow them from work again. We don't want to be waiting at the wrong restaurant. We'll use my car. I'll run by your studio and pick you up. We can go over the computer stuff, then we'll wait for dipshit to leave for lunch."
"Sounds like a plan," Dalton commented.
That Thursday night, Aaron played his part well. "Brenda, guess what?" he said as he rushed in the house. She had just gotten home and was in the kitchen getting ready to cook dinner.
"What, Aaron?"
"Remember that lost gold mine I told you about last week?"
"Yeah, the one in California?"
Aaron immediately caught his wife's flub. He never told her where it was. He almost asked how she knew, but caught himself before tipping her off. "Yeah," he confirmed. "Well, I sent that map to an expert to get it authenticated. He told me he couldn't verify the handwriting, but the paper and the ink is between a hundred and seventy-five and two-hundred years old. That lines up perfectly with the lost gold mine. There's a good chance that map is real.
"I'm going to do it, Brenda. I'm going to go out there and find that mine. It could worth millions, even more."
"That's wonderful," squealed Brenda. She put her arms around him and gave him a big kiss. "We'll have to celebrate tonight," she urged.
Aaron didn't want to make her suspicious, but he wondered if he'd even be able to get it up. Later that night, he was able to perform but didn't really have his heart in it. He hoped she didn't notice. It was ironic, as they both laid there, recovering; they each had the same thought, it was probably be the last time they'd be intimate with each other.
After twenty-five years with the paper and being responsible for it winning several awards for their journalistic integrity, Jack enjoyed complete freedom to come and go as he pleased. He showed up at Dalton's studio right on time and ran over the recording software with him. "Got it?"
"Got it," Dalton replied.
From there they drove over and watched from across the street as their suspect got in his car and drove to the same restaurant as before. They parked along the street and waited a couple more minutes.
"There she is," Dalton said.
Jack got out of the car and followed Brenda inside. She was just sitting down as he entered. Jack reached into his pocket and put the tiny microphone between his index and middle fingers before starting for the counter. As he passed, his leg bumped into their table, sending everything on top shaking and wobbling.
"Oh, Jesus, excuse me," he said, as he steadied the table with both hands. "I apologize. Normally I watch where I'm going. Are you okay?"
"Fine," grumbled the male figure.
Jack walked away and sat at the counter, knowing the transmitter was safely stuck to the underside of their table. Now he just hoped Dalton was getting it all down. Since he couldn't leave before the two lovebirds, Jack ordered lunch and told the waitress to wait about thirty minutes before putting a second order in for take out. He wasn't going to forget his buddy waiting in the car.
It was quarter to one when Dalton saw Brenda leave the restaurant. Her male companion left about five minutes later. Jack nonchalantly grabbed the mic and was right behind him.
"Did you get it?" he asked as he slid into the driver's seat.
"Oh, I got it all right. What's this?" he asked as he took the bag from his buddy's hand.
"I thought you might be hungry."
"Thanks, yeah, I'm starving."
"So what did we get. Do we know their game?"
"Oh yeah," Dalton replied. It was easier to find the text than a particular spot on the tape so Dalton took the mouse and scrolled up until he found what he was looking for and showed it to Jack.
"Holy shit!"
That night, Dalton talked to his wife, Tracy. "Hey, hon, last week you asked if there was anything you could do to help with the investigation Jack, Dave, and I were doing."
She perked right up. "Yeah, what can I do? You want me to seduce a man into my bed so I can learn all his secrets?" she asked with an impish smile.
"Ah, nothing quite that drastic there, Mata Hari."
"Oh, darn." She laughed.
"Would you mind if I had the guys over for a couple of hours, Friday night?"
"No, of course not. Is that it? Just play hostess? I want to help."
"Honey, believe me, that'll be a big help. We've got information for Dave's cousin that's going to be hard for him to hear and we just don't want to do it in a bar someplace."
She sighed with disappointment. "Of course you can have them over. Will the girls be with them?"
"No, just the guys."
"That's fine, Dalton, no problem."
Friday night, Jack and Dave kissed Tracy on the cheek as she held the door for them. Dave introduced Aaron and everyone took seats around the coffee table. Jack was carrying his laptop and had the recording on a thumb drive.
Dalton came in from the kitchen with several bottles of beer and passed them out to everyone.
Aaron was nervous. He had no idea why they were all meeting at a house instead of Plato's Place like they did before.
Dave began the conversation. "Okay, the first thing is, since we had his first name, I was able to find out more information on Sean. His last name is McCall, and he does work with Brenda. He's been there about two years. He doesn't have a record, but he has had a couple run-ins with the law from being named as a person of interest in a couple of scams."
"So he is a con man. It has to be about the money then. Were you able to find out what they're up to?"
"Yeah, Aaron, we know exactly what they're up to, but I don't think you'd believe me if I told you. You need to hear it for yourself, but I have to warn you, this is going to be hard for you to hear." He nodded to Jack, who opened his laptop and tapped two or three keys. Everyone stayed vigilant in case Aaron needed help. He took a deep breath and prepared himself for the worst as the audio recording started to play.
Well, you've got him hooked." Aaron recognized his wife's voice.
"Really? What'd he say?"
"He had that map analyzed. It was just as you said, it was really old. The guy he sent it to said it came from the early eighteen hundreds. That's good enough for Aaron, he's convinced the map is real. It isn't, is it?"
"No, of course not. My idiot sister goes to these abandoned storage facility auctions. You know, they bid on the contents sight unseen. Anyway, she paid three hundred dollars for a bunch of old junk, including that map and everything. When she found it she got all excited and had some guy in Chicago take a look. He told her there were no real maps, just a lot of fakes that people made at the time. She was just going to throw it out, but I asked for it. I knew it would come in handy someday."
"Well, he's going to call you tomorrow and tell you he's going to do it."
"Ha, didn't I tell you? I knew he'd never be able to turn down a chance to find a lost gold mine. For guys like him, the thrill of the hunt is more important than the money."
"I just wish we didn't have to kill him..."
"What?" screamed Aaron as he jumped to his feet. "Did she say kill me? They're planning to kill me?" He couldn't believe what he'd heard. "This has to be some kind of a joke."
Dave stood up and put his hand on Aaron's shoulder. "I'm afraid it's no joke. They've got the whole thing planned out. This Sean character has a tracking device that Brenda is going to hide in your luggage where you won't see it. That way, he'll be able to follow you without being seen. Then, when you got far enough into the desert he's planning to hold you up at gunpoint and take everything, the animals, your food and water, everything you'd need to survive, and just leave you out there to die. When they found your body, it would look like your horse and mules got away from you. There's no phone service out there, so there'd be no way you could call for help."
"But why?" he cried. Tears streamed down his face.
"They're in love," Dave replied.
"So why not just ask for a divorce? Why kill me?"
At that point, Jack entered the conversation. "I've been asking myself the same question, Aaron. Do you by any chance have a prenup?"
"Ah pre..." he stopped to think. "Jesus, I'd forgotten all about it. A friend of mine had just passed the bar when we were getting married. He talked us into it. We were his first clients."
"Well," said Dave, "evidently Brenda hasn't forgotten about it."
"I don't believe this," he said. His legs turned to rubber as he almost fell back into his seat. "She should know me better than that. I'd have never cheated her out of her share of the money."
"This Sean character isn't taking any chances," Jack noted.
Tracy felt so sorry for Aaron as he put his face in his hands and bawled like a baby. It was as embarrassing as hell, but he couldn't help himself. It was a few minutes before the tears started to subside. "I'm sorry... I'm sorry," he told everyone. "I didn't mean to break down like that. I... I just never expected..."
"Don't worry about it," Dalton told him. "We knew this was going to be brutal to take. That's why we met here instead of the bar."
After a few more moments, Aaron looked up at Dave. "Are you going to arrest them?"
Poor Aaron had already received so much bad news, he hated to give him anymore. "Well, we have a small problem there," he said.
Aaron looked at him with tears that still made his eyes glisten.
"You see, we can't use the recording. Illinois is an all-party-consent state, which means anyone you tape has to give their consent first. What Jack did was illegal. That tape would never be allowed as evidence in court, which means, we genuinely don't have any evidence against either one of them."
"Marvelous," Aaron scoffed. "So that's it? If I hurry and file for divorce you think they'll still try to kill me?"
"I doubt it. Once the papers are filed, you'd probably be okay. Even so, I think I'd go into hiding until the divorce was final, or at least get far enough away that you'd be out of their reach, or..." Dave let the last word just hang there.
"Or? Or what?"
"Or we could set them up. Go through with the whole thing. Let this Sean character take all your gear and leave you out there to die. We'd be right there to make sure he doesn't get away with it, of course, but at least we'd have him on attempted murder. I'm not sure what charges the D.A. would bring against Brenda, but at the least, I think it'd be conspiracy to commit."
Aaron sat a few moments to think it over. "But what if he shoots me out there?"
"He's not going to shoot you, Aaron. They don't want it to look like murder. If there was proof of wrongdoing, there'd be a lengthy investigation. Even if they never faced charges, your estate would be held up until the investigation was completed," Jack told him.
"Brenda is planning to wait for a couple of weeks or better before calling the cops. By that time, McCall will be back in town. She's going to tell the cops how you went into the desert to look for lost gold and that she has a bad feeling because she hadn't heard from you. She'll ask them to start a search."
Dalton picked it up from there. "They want it to look like you simply got lost and died in the desert like a thousand other guys have."
Aaron looked up at Dave. "How would we do it?"
"Well," Dave said, "after we heard what they had planned, I spoke to my captain. Of course, I had to lie my ass off and told him I overheard the conversation between Sean and your wife." He looked over at Jack. "I couldn't very well tell him how we actually got the information."
Jack just gave him a devious grin and a shrug of his shoulders.
"Anyway," Dave continued, "we'd work with the California State Police. We decided not to call the Feds in on it. Attempted murder isn't a federal crime but crossing state lines to do it is, but we really don't need them. McCall is going to get life any way you look at it, so adding federal charges isn't going to do anything."
Aaron's head jerked up when he heard that. "Life? Will Brenda get life, too?"
"No, but if she's convicted of conspiracy she'll get fifteen years or more," replied Dave.
Aaron looked like he was starting to waver a little.
"Aaron, they're plotting to KILL you," Dave said, emphasizing the word, "kill."
"I know, I know," he responded. "It's... I still can't believe it."
Tracy could see how much this was hurting poor Aaron. "Why don't we all take a short break."
"Good idea," agreed Dalton. "Who's ready for another beer?"
For the next twenty minutes, they all talked about different things, all except Aaron, that is, he just sat there staring at the floor. It was apparent to everyone that he was in no shape to discuss the situation any further. Dave would have to lay out his plan the following night. He was also getting concerned that Aaron was going to blow it.
"Aaron, you look like shit, man. Are you going to be able to go home and face Brenda tonight? You can't let her know you're wise to their scheme, you'll blow the whole thing."
"I... I don't know, Dave. I..." his words just drifted into thin air.
Dave looked at Dalton and Tracy. "If I take him home with me, my wife might make a slip of the tongue if she talks to Brenda..."
"No problem," said Tracy before Dave could even finish. "We have a spare room upstairs. He can spend the night here." She had no doubt she spoke for Dalton, as well, but he nodded just to confirm.
"I'll call Brenda." Everyone stayed quiet as Dave took out his phone and scrolled through his contacts. "Hello, Brenda?"
"Yes?"
"Brenda, it's Dave Wyland."
"Oh, hi Dave, Aaron's not here right now."
"I know, he's here with me. I've been helping him with the gold mine thing. Anyway, we've been doing some early celebrating and... well, Aaron's had a little too much. We're here with a friend of mine who lives close by, so Aaron's going to spend the night with him. They'll come back to get Aaron's car in the morning."
"I assume your friend is male," she sarcastically joked.
He chuckled. "Yes, of course. You want to talk to him?"
"No, that's not necessary, Dave. I trust you."
Dave gave her his assurances Aaron was okay, then hung up before she could ask to speak with him.
Jack still had a couple of items to discuss. "Aaron, I know you're a rich SOB," he said with a laugh, "but can you get access to seven or eight grand without your wife's knowledge?"
"Yeah, sure, that's no problem. I have a ten thousand dollar CD that's matured sitting at the First National."
Jack looked over at Dalton. "Can you guys meet me tomorrow afternoon. He's going to need a couple things. We'll have to go to see Carl."
Dalton nodded in recognition. "Yeah, no problem. Call me when you're ready."
That night, Aaron finally came to terms with his situation. The next morning, both Dalton and Tracy recognized the change right away. He walked over to the freshly made coffee, poured himself and cup, and sat down with his hosts. "I'm ready," he said, after taking a sip. "I still find it hard to believe Brenda... anyone could change that much. I know she loved me at one time. How anyone can go from loving a person to plotting their murder is beyond me, but I heard it with my own ears. I have to face it."
"Love does strange things to people sometimes, Aaron."
"I know, Tracy. She's obviously more in love with this Sean guy than she ever was with me. Huh," he chuckled. "Maybe they can get connecting jail cells."
"I doubt that," Dalton interjected. "From what Dave says, he'll most likely serve a life sentence in California. Brenda will do time here in Illinois."
"What... ah, what time is everyone coming back? I need to hear Dave's plan."
"It'll be later tonight. I know it's Saturday, but both Dave and Jack have to work. Tracy owns an art gallery downtown so she's got to get going, too. I guess that leaves you and me to fend for ourselves."
"Yeah, I still don't feel like going home until later tonight. I'll call Brenda and tell her I'm getting things set up for the trip. I'll go home after the meeting tonight if that's okay with you."
"It's fine with us. Are you going to be okay? You can't let it slip that you know their plan."
"Yeah, I know. I'll be fine."
Since it was just the two of them, Dalton took Aaron to the bank first, then headed down to his studio and showed him around. He was fascinated with all the lights and fancy computer equipment Dalton used. He even got a free portrait when Dalton demonstrated how some of the equipment was used.
Around noon, they drove over to Tracy's art gallery and took her out for lunch. In the afternoon, Aaron killed some time by admiring all the art pieces she had. He had too much on his mind at the moment, but when it was all over he knew he would be back to buy a few paintings.
They were still there when Dalton's phone rang. He spoke for only a minute before telling Aaron they had to go. It was about a thirty-five-minute drive to a small electronics shop. Dalton told Aaron to follow him as he walked through the front of the shop and into a back room where they met Jack.
"Hi, Aaron, how're you holding up?"
"Better, Jack, much better, thank you."
"Aaron, this is Carl. He's the Q of Chicago."
Aaron looked puzzled.
"You ever see a James Bond movie? Carl here supplies various law enforcement agencies and security firms with very high-tech, highly sophisticated equipment. Stuff like you see in those Bond movies."
Aaron's jaw about hit the floor.
"It's all state of the art and it's not cheap. That's why I asked about getting the cash. We have four items for you. What size belt and what size shoes do you wear?"
"Ah, thirty-four belt and nine-and-half shoe," he answered.
Jack looked over at Carl. "You got 'em?"
"Yeah, no problem. I'll be right back." Carl disappeared behind another door but returned only a couple minutes later. "Here, try these on, see how they fit," he said while handing Aaron a pair of cowboy boots and belt.
Aaron sat on a stool and put the boots on. "Hey, these are nice. They're comfortable as hell."
"That's good," Carl responded, "cause they're going to cost you a couple of grand." He smiled at the shock on his customer's face. "They've got a GPS satellite tracking device embedded in the heel. The belt buckle has a small video camera with audio. So do these," he said, bringing out a pair of black rim glasses. "We don't know what all he's going to take when he holds you up. We do know he wants to make it look like you just got lost, so we doubt he'll take your boots or your belt. If he says anything about the glasses, just tell him you can't wear your contacts in the desert. We have one more piece for you. This watch is another tracking device, just in case. It's not very fancy, so I doubt he'll take it. You'll have a primary and a backup for video, audio and tracking."
"And in case you're worried about the animals," said Jack, chiming in, "they have tracking chips under their skin."



Aaron was astounded. "Jesus, you guys have thought of everything."
"I hope so," quipped Jack.
That night the stage was set for act two of their plot, as everyone congregated at Dalton and Tracy's for the second night in a row. Dave picked up where he left off the night before. "Okay, Jack tells me you're all set up with everything you need.
"The state police are getting warrants for the video. We don't know exactly when he's going approach you, so make sure you wear that belt and glasses all the time. That tape is going to be an important part of key evidence, so you'll want to act dumb and try to get him to admit to as much as possible. He's figuring you'll be dead, anyway, so I'm guessing he'll be more than cooperative and literally brag about how they set you up. Don't make him suspicious, but if you can get him to confirm that he expects you to die, it would be helpful. Maybe you can say something like, 'What am I supposed to do out here with no food or water?' Hopefully, he'll say something about you dying. That'll prove intent beyond a shadow."
"What about the horse and mules and everything? I have no idea where to get all that stuff."
"I've got it all covered," Jack answered. "Jerry, the guy who inspected the map, has it all arranged. He's been on his share of treasure-hunts and knows the right people. He called a buddy of his in L.A. to get everything you'll need; horse, mules, rental truck, trailer, food, Sterno for cooking and a tent. You'll have a couple of kerosine lanterns for light, all the comforts of home," he chuckled. "Oh, he also stuck a Winchester thirty-thirty in there as well, but as tempted as you might be to use it on McCall... please don't. It's for four-legged varmints, only. Aaron nodded in understanding. "I don't know how I'm ever going to thank all you guys for this."
"No thanks necessary," Jack responded.
Tracy wasn't so sure about all this. "Aaron, are you going to be okay out there? Have you ever done anything like this before?"
"Not like this, but I've been on a couple of archeology digs where we lived in tents and had to ration food and water and stuff. I'll be okay."
"He'll be fine, Tracy. The California police won't be far behind and they'll be tracking him the whole time," Dave told her. He then looked over to Aaron. "I wish I could go with you, but my lieutenant says it's not in the budget. I'll be in on Brenda's arrest thought. We're going to pick her up as soon as the trap is sprung on McCall."
It was almost ten by the time Aaron pulled into his drive. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he prepared for his very first acting role.
"Aaron, where have you been? I've been worried sick."
If he didn't know better he'd swear she meant it. "Sorry, honey, I've been getting everything ready for my trip. I've got the map and diary back from Jerry already, and he's helping me out with everything I need. I got plane tickets online. I'm leaving Tuesday afternoon. I'll call my one-eyed friend tomorrow and let him know."
"So soon? How... aren't you rushing it a little bit?"
"No, not at all. After I got everything all arranged I went to the library to see if they had any books on the mine. There just isn't that much online."
"And? Did you find any?"
"Yup, I pretty much know the route I'm going to take. That guy is right. There's no way to drive the final leg, I just hope the horse can make it."
Aaron saw his wife make a strange face. For a few moments, he hoped she was having second thoughts. Silently, he prayed that she'd confess, maybe even turn in her boyfriend, but it wasn't to be.
"So, are you going to get a hotel room or something? You're not going to just get off the plane and head straight out, are you?"
He knew she was fishing for as much information as she could get to make it easier for Sean to pick up his trail, once in LA, so he was going to give her as much as he could.
"No, I'll spend Tuesday night at the Hampton near the airport. I leave O'Hare around four and get into LA a little after six. It's actually a four-hour flight, but because of the time change, it's only two hours later. I have to call Jerry when I check-in. I reserved a heavy-duty truck to rent, so Wednesday, I'll pick that up and drive out to a ranch outside of the city. The owner is some guy named Tucker who Jerry knows. He's going to have everything ready for me. I don't even have to worry about food and water. It'll all be prepacked and ready to go. I'll spend the night there and leave early on Thursday morning. I figure it'll take me three or four days to get to the spot. I'll probably stick around for another day, setting markers and mapping everything, then I'll have to get back to LA and file the claim."
"You sound like you're pretty sure that gold is there."
He wanted to sound like as big a fool as they thought he was. "If it's not there it won't be the end of the world, but I'll be disappointed, that's for sure. It's there though, I can feel it in my bones."
He neglected to tell her about the two undercover detectives who also would be waiting for him at Tucker's ranch.
Aaron didn't know if Brenda was planning one of her conspiracy fucks or not, but he wasn't interested anyway. He faked being exhausted and said he was going to bed early. A little while later when she crawled under the sheets, he pretended to be asleep.
The next morning Brenda seemed a little worried, but Aaron was no longer concerned with his wife's emotional state. He had things to do. Shortly after nine, he called his would-be killer and gave him the same information he'd given Brenda the night before. Without knowing what kind of tracking device the conspirators were using, they wanted to make Aaron as easy as possible for Sean to tail.
Around noon, Sean and Brenda met at their usual restaurant. After ordering their food, Brenda bent forward and lowered her voice. "He's leaving tomorrow afternoon already."
"I know, he called me earlier and gave me his whole itinerary. He's almost making it too easy," he joked.
"Can you be ready that soon?"
"Yeah, I've been packed since you told me he was hooked," he replied with a smile. "I already called for my plane tickets and told my boss I have a family emergency and had to take some vacation time. I leave tonight. My motel is just a couple of blocks from his. I rented a Jeep and I even know where that Tucker's ranch is. The guy's got a website. I'm all set.
"Here," he said, reaching over and handing her a small thin piece of plastic about the size of a dime. "This is the transmitter for the tracking device. You said you know where to put it so he won't see it?"
"Yeah," she confirmed. "He has a duffle bag that he takes on trips like this. It has a bunch of small inside pockets that he never uses. I'll stick it inside the smallest one."
"Perfect," acknowledged Sean. "The back is adhesive. Just pull the paper off and it'll stick right to the inside.
"What about airport security? Won't they see it if they scan it?"
"Naw, these things are used all the time by frequent travelers in case their luggage gets lost. You can buy 'em on Amazon. Airport security knows all about them and passes them through without even thinking about it."
"Sean, you've got a copy of the map, right?"
"Yeah, why?"
"Well, I was wondering why you need all the tracking stuff if you know where's he's going?"
"I'm not taking any chances of him getting lost, or wandering off the trail. I also feel safer if I can pinpoint his location at any given time."
"I see."
It sure sounded to Brenda that he had everything worked out. She just prayed nothing went wrong.
That night, Aaron was afraid of making her suspicious when Brenda initiated sex, so begrudgingly, he started kissing her neck and worked his way down to her nipples. Brenda started to moan with pleasure but noticed something at the same time. She reached down and felt his totally flaccid cock. Normally he'd be rock hard by that time.
She tried stroking it a few times. When that didn't work she gently rolled him over on his back and scooted down to take him in her mouth. Nothing worked. He apologized and said he was just too nervous about the trip. She seemed disappointed, so he promised her a romantic second honeymoon to a tropical island when he got back. He told her to shop around to see what island she wanted to visit. Of course, Brenda knew there would be no second honeymoon.
By the time Aaron checked into the hotel and found his room, it was almost eight o'clock. The first thing he did was call Jerry.
"Hi, Jerry, it's Aaron. I just checked in at the Hampton."
"Okay, good. No trouble then?"
"No, not at all."
"Good, you'll want to get an early start. It'll take you a couple hours or better to get to Tucker's Ranch. They get up with the sun over there, so the earlier the better. They'll want to go over everything with you a couple of times and make sure you're ready for a trip. I know you said you've been on a couple of digs and things like that, but believe me, when the sun bounces off that hard desert clay it's like a blast furnace. It gets to you in a hurry."
"I'll be okay. You guys have me well covered."
"That we do," Jerry chuckled. "Speaking of which, the FBI showed up at the ranch today. Who called them in on this?"
That was a surprise to Aaron. "I don't know, I didn't think we were going to call them."
"Well, somebody did. Anyway, Tucker said they were pretty satisfied with the way the state police were handling it, so they were just going to leave an agent to monitor things in case something went wrong."
"Jerry, you don't think it could be somebody working with Sean, do you?"
"That was the first thing Tucker thought, but he called the local bureau and everything checked out. More than likely one of the higher-ups in the state police wanted to cover his ass, so he called them."
"Okay, well, I'm going to get something to eat and get to bed early. If I get to the ranch around eight or nine, will that be early enough?"
"Yeah, that'll be fine. Call me when it's all over and let me know how it goes."
"Will do, Jerry, and thanks again for all your help."
Aaron looked at his watch after hanging up. It was only six-twenty in Chicago so he went down to the hotel's restaurant and had a good dinner before calling his wife.
He almost didn't recognize her voice when she first answered the phone. It sounded weak and he detected a tremor in her speaking. He surmised she was having second thoughts, but she never said anything to warn him. She must simply be scared, he figured; after all, it isn't every day you plan to murder someone.
He sighed deeply as he hung up. It was probably the last time he'd ever talk to her. Never in his wildest dreams could he imagine something like this happening. A lot of couples get divorced, but to have your wife want to kill you...
He had been so busy over the previous few days that he hadn't given himself a lot of time to grieve, but as he sat there in a strange room, a couple thousand miles from home, he felt like the loneliest man on earth. Tears were building up in his eyes again as he shook his head in disbelief. He was trying to understand. This was a woman who had loved him at one time. How does a person go from loving someone to be willing to kill them for money? It made no sense to him, but then dwelling on it made no sense either. It was what it was.
He needed something to get his mind off of things for a while and the boob-tube wasn't going to do it, so he wandered down to the gift shop to see if he could find a good book. When he found one he liked, he went back to his room, laid down on the bed, and read until he fell asleep.
The next day started early: up at four-thirty, breakfast at the Denny's three blocks down, check out at five-thirty, and back to the airport to pick up his rental truck. By six-fifteen, he was on the road, headed toward Tucker's Ranch. When he thought about his busy morning he got concerned that he might have lost Sean. Had he known, a simple glance in his rearview mirror at the blue pick-up two cars back would have alleviated his fears.
As Aaron pulled into the winding drive of the sprawling ranch, Sean found a spot where he could pull off the road and watch as his mark was greeted by several people. Of course, he couldn't hear what they were saying but assumed one of them was the ranch owner and the other three were ranch hands.
"Aaron, I presume?"
"Yes, sir. You must be Mr. Tucker?" Aaron replied, reaching out his arm.
"Call me Tuck," he said, shaking Aaron's hand. "This is Lieutenant Mathews and Sergeant Abrams of the California State Police; and this is Special Agent Dickenson of the FBI."
All three men were dressed in pladd shirts, jeans and boots. No one would ever take them as cops. Aaron shook their hands as they were introduced. He was dying to ask the fed who called them, but thought it might be considered rude so he kept his mouth shut.
"You know, I was so nervous this morning that I kind of rushed around. I hope I didn't lose our murder suspect already."
"You didn't," the lieutenant commented. "We already spotted him. He's behind those trees along the road, watching us right now with a pair of binoculars."
Like an amateur, Aaron's head started to swivel around when the lieutenant stopped him. "Don't look. You let us keep tabs on him. You just go about your business."
"Yeah, sorry. I guess I'm a little nervous. I... I never had anyone wanting to kill me before."
"You get used to it after a while," teased the sergeant with a smile.
"Jesus, I hope not," he replied with a nervous laugh.
They all went inside after that. Sean checked his tracking device to make sure it was working. He smiled when he saw it had Aaron pinpointed perfectly. He had passed a small motel about twenty minutes back. He still had to pick up his own horse and trailer. It wasn't that far away, so since he knew Aaron's schedule, he'd do that first, then get a room and spend the rest of the day relaxing by the pool before getting a good night's sleep.
Aaron wasn't that lucky. He had a full day ahead of him. Some of the real ranch hands showed him how to hook up the trailer and pack the mules. It took him a couple of hours to master the diamond hitch, but he did it. About that time, Tucker came walking out from the stables leading a beautiful chestnut-colored horse with a white blaze down his face and three white hooves.
"Jesus," commented Aaron, "what a gorgeous horse."
"I was told you're an experienced rider, is that true?"
"Yeah," Aaron replied. "I'm no Gene Autry, but I can stay in the saddle."
"Good enough," Tucker responded. "This is Dakota. He's a Quarab: part Arabian, part quarter-horse. You won't find a horse in these parts better suited for your little excursion. He's pretty gentle, but I think you should take him out for a while and get to know each other."
Aaron couldn't believe Tucker trusted him with a such a fine animal. Always keeping the ranch house in sight, the two became fast friends as they rode.
By the time they rang the dinner bell, Aaron was almost too tired to eat... almost. He couldn't believe the spread. It was like an all-you-can-eat-buffet. "Holy cow, Tuck, you always eat like this, or did you do this for me?"
"Ranching's hard work, Aaron. I can't have my hands dropping from malnourishment. Did you see any of them that looked overweight?"
"No, not at all. Everybody's very fit."
"That's because they work it all off every day. I feed them well, give them a clean, comfortable place to sleep, and in return, they give me a full day's work."
After dinner, Aaron, Tuck and the detectives went over the plan twice to make sure he knew his part backwards and forwards.
When everyone was satisfied, Tuck spoke up. "Aaron, I don't know what time you normally go to bed, but around here we're up at five. You should get a good night's sleep."
"I'll try," Aaron replied. "I'm not sure how much sleep I'll get, though. When we were planning this back in Chicago, I was all gung-ho. Now that it's really happening, I... well, I... I don't mind telling you, I'm a little scared."
"You'd be a fool if you weren't," said Tuck. "Being scared isn't a bad thing, Aaron. It makes you cautious. You're more aware of your surroundings. Once you're actually on your way, you'll be fine."
"I hope you're right, Tuck. Okay, I'll try to turn in, but I have a couple of calls to make first. I have to call my cousin and let him know that everything's a go. He's the one who's going to arrest my wife, then I need to call her so she doesn't get suspicious. It... it'll probably be the last time I talk to her."
It wasn't hard for everyone to see how difficult it was for Aaron to acknowledge his wife wanted to kill him. His eyes glistened with moisture as he walked to the guestroom. He sat on the edge of the bed and first dialed Dave. He was back on the day shift and had just finished supper.
After the salutations, Dave asked how he was doing.
"Oh, so-so, I guess. I'll be glad when it's all over."
Dave could hear the sadness in his voice. "You're going to need a vacation. While you're out there wandering around the desert, you should think about it. Shit, man, you've got the money to go anywhere in the world. Take some time, travel, who knows, you might meet some beautiful island girl and fall in love."
Aaron forced a chuckle. "Yeah, maybe you're right, at least about the travel, I don't think I'll be ready for any island girls for a while, though."
"Listen, don't forget to wear all the gear, especially the glasses. Put them on tomorrow morning so he sees you with them before he confronts you out there. They're going to give us the best view and voice quality of your conversation. Make sure you fully charge everything tonight. You're not going to find any electrical outlets in the desert."
"Yeah, everything's plugged in already," Aaron replied. "When... when are you going to arrest Brenda?"
"As soon as I hear that McCall is in custody."
"Okay. Well, I still have to call her so I'll let you go, Dave. I want to thank you again. You and Jack and Dalton and everybody. I... I don't know, man. I'd probably be dead soon if it wasn't for you guys."
"You just be careful out there, Aaron."
"I will, Dave. Thanks again."
After hanging up, Aaron took a deep breath and called his wife.
"Hi, honey."
"Hi, hon. So how is California? Are you at that guy's ranch yet?"
"Oh, yeah. I've been here all day. Everything is all set. All we have to do tomorrow morning is load the horse and mules into the trailer and I'll be off. They get up pretty early out here so I'll probably be on my way by seven."
"You be careful out there, hon," she told him. "I know this is just one big adventure for you, but just make sure you come back home to me."
Hearing her play him like that was like stabbing him in the heart. It was all just an act. When the hell did she get to be such a good actress, he wondered. It was all he could do to hold it together. They talked for just a little longer before he made his excuses about getting a good night's sleep, and hung up.
He got undressed and laid in bed, staring up at the stars outside his window. There were sure a lot more than he was used to seeing in Chicago. Maybe he would go away after it was all over.
Aaron opened his eyes, startled by the pounding on his door. "You up yet? Breakfast is in half an hour. You got just enough time for a shower," Tuck yelled.
Aaron looked around. It was getting light outside. He couldn't believe it, he really had fallen asleep. "I'll be there," he yelled back.
"Nice glasses," Tuck chuckled as Aaron joined the breakfast table.
"Yeah, they're going to take some getting used to. I keep seeing the frames in my peripheral vision. I've got to wear them, though. Believe it or not, it's a video camera."



That made Tuck chuckle even more. "Unbelievable," he said, shaking his head.
Breakfast was as big as dinner. After everything was all packed they made a show of everyone shaking his hand and wishing him luck. "Is he watching," he asked one of the detectives.
"Yep, he's back in his favorite spot and he's got a horse trailer hitched up. As soon as you get in the truck, he'll turn around go back the other way for a little while until he's sure you're out of sight, then he'll turn around and start following you from a safe distance. Just drive normally. When you stop tonight, don't try looking for him in case he has eyes on you."
"Okay," Aaron confirmed with a slightly shaky voice. "I... ah... I guess I'll see you guys in three or four days. Don't lose me."
"We won't, Aaron, don't worry. We'll have both of you under surveillance the whole time. Now get going."
There was no vehicle in the grove of trees as Aaron passed. He had been a little nervous about towing a trailer, but it tracked so nicely he didn't even know it was back there. He set his cruise control for the speed limit. He didn't want to take a chance on either he or Sean getting pulled over. After a few hours of traveling, he noticed civilization was getting more and more scarce. He saw a gas station and pulled in to fill both tanks and grab a burger. He wasn't in there for more than twenty minutes. The guy behind the counter told him the turn-off he was looking for was only ten minutes up the road. That's the one that would take him into the desert.
Aaron took a deep breath as he made the turn. There was no going back. He would soon be the only person for miles around, except for the other person who wanted to kill him. He said a little prayer that those detectives knew what they were doing.
After a couple of hours, the road turned to a dirt trail. The terrain was still flat enough to drive on, but he could see the mountains ahead. He had no idea how far away they were, but he figured he'd reach them at some point the following day.
The so-called road was hardly discernable from the rest of the sand. He wasn't about to get lost so he stopped for the night as soon as it was getting too dark to see. There was plenty of food and water for the animals in the trailer. After taking care of them he pitched the neat little tent from the survival kit they packed and dug out something to eat. He studied the map by the light from his kerosene lantern to make sure he knew exactly where he was. From what he could figure, he guessed he'd hit the mountains sometime the following afternoon. It couldn't be soon enough for Aaron. He wanted to get it over with.
The next day he fixed breakfast, had a couple of swallows of water, took care of the animals, and started his trek toward the mountains. It was probably the most boring trip he'd ever taken in a vehicle. For the longest time, it seemed like they were still as far away as when he started. After a couple of hours, he noticed them finally looking a little taller.
It was two o'clock by the time he ran out of flat land. It was too early to set up camp, so with a deep breath and a small prayer, he pocketed the truck keys and started leading the animals from the trailer. He packed all the provisions on the two mules and securely tied it all together with the diamond hitch he was taught by Tuck's ranchhands. When he was all done he stood back to admire his work. "Two mules but no Sister Sara," he joked, referring to an old western movie.
Dakota was next. Aaron saddled him up and gave them all a drink of water before starting out. "Well, Dakota, I'm counting on you to get us through this ordeal." The horse gave him a reassuring neigh in response.
Sean was a couple of hours behind and slowed down when he saw the change of pace with his tracker. It was still moving but barely. That had to mean Aaron was now on horseback, heading up into the mountains. He wasn't sure how far a person could see from that elevation, but he wasn't going to take any chances of being spotted.
He decided it was a good time to take a rest. He didn't have all the stuff with him that the idiot ahead had. He had some food and water, but that was about it; after all, he'd have all of Aaron's provisions after another day or two.
Sean watered his horse and sat inside his air-conditioned truck for an hour while snacking on a granola bar. He was in no hurry. He'd set up camp next to Aaron's truck. By the time he got there, it'd be too late to start heading into the mountains. He'd start out again at first light.
Aaron was having fun. He'd almost forgotten about Sean as he wondered how many old prospectors had used the forgotten trail he was on. It was barely even visible as it wound its way through the rocks and sagebrush. This was truly an adventure he'd remember until his dying days. Hopefully, that would entail a long memory.
It was slow going. Aaron was hoping to make it across the highest part of the mountain range by nightfall, but hadn't quite made it. Luckily, he found a flat spot where he could make camp.
The next afternoon, the California State Police noticed Sean picking up his pace and closing the gap between him and Aaron. He was only about three miles behind as Aaron navigated his way down the other side of the mountain range. Lieutenant Mathews radioed his men and told them to get ready. He was pretty sure Sean was going to hit early the following morning.
Aaron could feel the hair standing up on the back of his neck as he reached the foothills. For a long time, he'd had the feeling someone was watching him. A couple of times, when he stopped to water the animals, he was sure he saw the sun reflecting off of something shiny in the rocks above him. "Just stick to the plan, Sean, just stick to the plan," he whispered to no one.
He still had a little better than three hours of daylight; too early to make camp but he did want to give the animals a rest, not to mention himself. He pulled the map out of his saddlebag and found a rock to sit on. As near as he could figure, he was about twenty-five miles from where X marked the spot. He assumed that was where Sean would make his play. He knew from a variety of sources that the terrain ahead wasn't mountainous, but it was rocky and he calculated a maximum speed of about three miles per hour. That would get him to his destination by early afternoon the following day. "What do you say, Dakota, you rested up? Yeah, me too," he replied to the horse's response.
He was a little nervous as he swung his leg over the saddle. I sure hope those guys know what they're talking about because I bet I make a great target for a backshot, he thought. Since he was still in the saddle after the next mile, he started to breathe a little easier.
That night, Aaron was getting that feeling again as he set up camp. Every nerve in his body was telling him time was getting close. He didn't sleep well that night, even as tired as he was.
The next morning he was anxious to get moving. A simple can of peaches was breakfast. If he got hungry on the trail, he could always stop for a quick snack. He was all packed up and just about ready to mount up when he heard a weak voice behind him.
"Help, help me, please."
Aaron turned and saw a man slumped over his saddle as his horse lumbered closer. His heart skipped a beat. This was it. He told himself to calm down and think. The cameras! He had to turn them on. He reached up and pretended to adjust his glasses as he flipped the switch on the inside of the temple, then adjusted his belt as he started the video in the buckle. God, I sure they know where I am, he silently prayed.
Aaron walked up to meet the horse, pretending to see if he could help the stranger. When he was close enough Sean sat up and pointed a revolver in his direction. Aaron stopped in his tracks. He'd done some target shooting now and then, mostly at a range with his friend, but he was certainly no firearms connoisseur. The only thing he noticed about Sean's gun was that it was big. Sean kept it pointed at Aaron as he climbed down from his horse.
Aaron already had his hands in the air. "What... what do you want?"
Sean grinned. "Why Aaron, don't you recognize me? How about now?" he said, covering his right eye with his left hand.
"Jones? I... I don't understand. What are you doing here? I thought you said you'd never make it this far in the desert."
Sean had never felt so confident about anything in his life. He had all the marbles and was in full control of everything. Arrogance was literally oozing from every pour. He couldn't help but laugh. "God, you're dumb. How the hell can any man with as much money as you have fall for something as stupid as a lost gold mine? Brenda's not the sharpest knife in the drawer, but even she's smarter than that."
"Brenda?" Aaron reiterated. "How do you know my wife?"
Again, Sean was bursting with superior pride. "You dumb shit, I've been fucking her for the last six months."
"You're lying," Aaron erupted with indignant denial, playing his part to the hilt.
"You think so? Do you really think she was out with the girls all those Friday nights? How would I know about the way she twirls her tongue when she gives blow jobs, or the short little breaths of air she takes when she's coming, or how she wraps her legs around her man when he's plowing into her? Huh, how would I know all that?"
"Does... does she know you came out here to kill me?"
"Of course. In all fairness, she wasn't too keen on it at the start, but you've got your money all wrapped up in tight little bundles that no one else can touch. That was your downfall.
"Your wife is madly in love with me. She wanted to divorce you and marry me, but when she said you had a prenup, I reminded her of all the things she'd be giving up. She loves that house you bought her and there's no way she'd ever give up the Mercedes. Once I showed her there was no other way to keep her in the luxury to which she's grown accustomed, she was all in."
"You'll never get away with this," Aaron said, borrowing the line from every murder mystery ever written.
Sean just laughed as he walked over to Dakota and took the reins. Aaron had the two mules tied in tandem so as Sean led the horse over to his own, all of Aaron's supplies went with him.
"Damn, I almost forgot, throw me the keys to your truck."
Aaron dug in his pocket and tossed them over. "Very good," Sean said as he stuffed them in his own pocket.
Sean stepped in the stirrup and swung his leg over the saddle. "I've already gotten away with it. I'm not going to shoot you, I'm simply going to leave you here. Shit, we've got to be a hundred miles from the nearest civilization. How far do you think you'll get with no water? No water, no food, no horse, no truck... fuck, I'll bet you don't make it twenty miles.
"Brenda's going to wait five or six days before calling anybody, just to make sure you're dead first. By the time they find you, your body will be picked clean by the buzzards, and Brenda and I will live comfortably on your money forever after, or at least until I can figure out how to get rid of her."
"How the hell did she ever fall for a guy like you?" Aaron asked.
"Oh, I can be quite charming when I want to be. Your wife isn't the first broad to fall for my line of bullshit; although I have to admit, she's the first one to ever agree to kill her husband," he laughed.
"At least leave me some water."
Sean chuckled again. "Well now, wouldn't that be defeating the purpose? After all, the whole point is for you to die." With a tug of the reins, Sean's horse turned his ass to Aaron. Sean looked back at his victim one more time. "With a little luck, maybe you'll be bit by a rattler. At least it'll be quicker." With that, Sean gave his horse a kick and they all took off at a fast walk. Aaron watched as his arch-enemy put more real estate between them.
"Okay, guys, any time," he muttered to himself. He couldn't help but look around for rattlers. When he was satisfied he was safe, Aaron sat on a rock and pondered his immediate future.
After fifteen minutes of silence, he was starting to get nervous. What if they really did lose the tracking signal? What if they had no idea where he was? He was wondering if he should stay where he was or start walking toward the mountains. He decided to give it a few more minutes. If he still didn't hear anything, he'd start his trek back. Luckily, after just a few more minutes, he heard a helicopter coming his way.
*****
Sergeant Dave Wyland, along with two other uniformed police officers from Arlington Hills waited in a parking lot on the outskirts of Chicago. It was only about half-past nine, Chicago time, so they hadn't been there very long when Dave's car radio squawked. He reached over, grabbed the transceiver, and hit the button. "Sergeant Wyland," he answered.
Trudy, the Arlington Hills Police dispatcher was a cute little thing with a voice that made any emergency sound a walk in the park. "Dave, I have a lieutenant Mathews on the line for you. I'm going to patch him through."
"Okay, Trudy, thanks."
The next voice he heard was masculine. "Sergeant Wyland, the suspect is in custody, I repeat, the subject is in custody."
"That's good news, lieutenant, thank you. How about my cousin, he okay?"
"Yeah, he's fine. We have a helicopter en route to pick him up."
"Great," answered Dave. "Now I guess it's our turn," he said with a sigh. "I'm not looking forward to it, but I really have no choice. Thanks again for all your help, lieutenant."
Dave climbed out of his unmarked squad and walked over to the other unit. "Okay, guys, we're on."
The two uniformed policemen followed him into the building. Dave flashed his badge as they all walked past the shocked receptionist without saying a word. Brenda was sitting at her desk and saw the three men heading her way. She recognized Dave right away.
"Dave, what's going on?"
"Brenda Brookfield, you're under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder."
"WHAT?" she screamed.
"Stand up and place both hands behind your back."
"No, Dave this is all wrong." She knew better than to struggle with them. It would obviously be hopeless, so she stood and let them cuff her while Dave read her, her rights.
"Ms. Brookfiled, it is my duty to inform you of your rights. You have the right to remain silent..."
She interrupted. "Dave, no, this is a mistake..."
"If you give up this right, anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law," he continued.
"Dave, I'm telling you, you're making a mistake. Please listen to me..."
"You have the right to an attorney. If you can not afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand these rights, ma'am?"
"Dave, this is all a mistake," she whimpered.
"I know, Brenda, and you made it," Dave sadly commented.
Brenda had tears leaking from her eyes as the three men escorted her out of the building and into the squad car. Once at the police station, she demanded her phone call.
Dave tried calling Aaron but couldn't get through. Figuring he was still in the desert, he waited and tried again a couple hours later but it still went straight to voicemail.
Later that night, Jack, Dalton and Dave got together at Plato's for a beer. "So what happened, Dave?" Dalton anxiously asked.
"Well, both Sean and Brenda are behind bars. I'm a little concerned about Aaron, though. I've been trying to call him ever since we arrested her, but I haven't been able to get through. It just goes straight to voicemail."
"What about the California cops? Did you try them?" Jack inquired.
"Yeah, I talked to the guy in charge: Mathews. He said Aaron was fine."
"Then I wouldn't worry," said Dalton. "He probably needs some time to himself. Now that it's all over, he's got time to think. Can you imagine having to come to terms with your wife wanting to kill you?"
"Ha," Dave forced a laugh. "I'm having trouble with it and I'm not married to the bitch. I signed the arrest report then took the rest of the day off. I just couldn't handle knowing she was in lock-up."
"How's she doing?" Jack asked.
"I don't know. I was walking out of the station when I heard she wanted to make a phone call. I just had to get out of there. I'm sure she'll be fine."
"I'm just glad everything worked out okay," Jack declared, "and Dalton's probably right about Aaron. The guy's got money, he's in a beautiful part of the country, he may just take some time to try and forget. Shit, I think the first thing I'd do is get laid. LA can be a pretty friendly town."
Dave took a sip of beer then put it down on the table and stared at it as he contemplated. "You guys are right. Aaron needs time to lick his wounds. I'm not going to worry about him. Mathew's said he was okay, that's good enough for me. Again, I want to thank you guys for your help. If it hadn't been for you guys, Aaron might be lying in the desert about now."
"It was our pleasure," Jack offered.
"We all need to get together for dinner and some dancing with the wives. Tracy and I haven't been out much since Lorelai was born. What do you say?"
They all agreed to Dalton's suggestion and made tentative plans contingent on him finding a babysitter.
*****
Home sweet home. Aaron watched out the port side window as the city lights got brighter. Approaching Chicago from over the lake at night was always a breathtaking sight. It had been almost three weeks since he'd left. With the events happening on the homefront, he was in no hurry to get back. He needed the R and R. Hell, he hadn't even turned his phone on since talking to Brenda that last time. He hadn't talked to anyone or told anybody he was coming so he was on his own, although he'd call Dave in the morning. He had special plans for thanking the three guys who saved his life.
It was after midnight by the time he pulled into his driveway. At first, he was surprised when he hit the garage door opener and saw Brenda's Mercedes inside. After the initial shock, he realized Dave wouldn't have just left it at her workplace to be towed; of course, he had someone drive it home. "What would I do without you, cousin?" he mumbled out loud.
Aaron entered the house through the connecting door, flicked on the kitchen light, and dropped his duffle bag in the laundry room. That was something else he had to do the next day. He plopped down in a kitchen chair. Despite being almost as tired physically as he was emotionally, he didn't think he'd be able to sleep right away. He was considering making a pot of coffee when he heard something and turned toward the living room.
For weeks he'd been trying to come to grips with the idea of Brenda not being around, and yet...
"My God, I've been so worried," she screamed, while almost collapsing to her knees. "You poor man, you poor, poor man..."
It wasn't possible, and yet there she was, hunched over, using the back of the couch to support herself. Never had he seen her looking so distressed. She must have been in bed when she heard him come in. Her robe was hanging open and he could see her body heaving up and down in unison with her sobs.
"Brenda! What the hell are you doing here? You're supposed to be in jail."
His statement caused her to literally wail in agony while she shook her head. "No, no, how could you think I'd ever want to hurt you?"
"How could I think? I heard you planning my demise with your lover," he half-shouted. "I heard you on tape!"
"It was a trap," she screamed as she finally raised her head and looked at him with puffy, bloodshot eyes."
"Yeah, a trap for me, to leave me out in the desert to die..."
"No," she cried again, "for him, for Sean. It was, ah... oh what do they call it... a, ah... a sting operation."



None of this made any sense. He heard her talking about killing him. He sure as hell wasn't dreaming it. "I'm going to make a pot of coffee, then we need to sit down and talk."
She nodded her head in agreement but was still blubbering too hard to answer.
Aaron started the pot and set two cups out on the kitchen table while Brenda sat on the couch trying to compose herself. When it was ready, he poured the coffee and fixed hers the way she liked it before calling for her.
"I must look terrible," she said, sitting down.
"Never mind how you look. Start from the beginning," he stated flatly.
"Okay," she replied with a small sigh. "Well, as I'm sure you know by now, I... I had an affair with Sean. Please don't ask me why because I don't know myself. It wasn't anything you did or didn't do, or said or didn't say. It was a whole bunch of things that swirled around in my head.
"We're so rich and it's all because of you. I make thirty thousand a year in a dead-end job. I was feeling worthless, I was feeling unappreciated, not necessarily by you, but just in general. Sean was always there with a smile and a compliment. We started going to lunch together. In time, we started stopping off for a drink after work. He was always so nice and thoughtful.
"I'm not really sure how he did it, but he eventually got me into bed. It... I don't know, it was weird. I felt so guilty, but it was also exciting. Just the thought of illicit sex on the side was like an aphrodisiac. He was very aggressive, not loving, and not like he was trying to force me, just... lust... he was lusting for my body. It was..."
"Okay, enough about all that," Aaron interrupted, "what about the part where the two of you started planning my murder."
"Please, Aaron, don't ever believe for one second that I would have a part in anything like that. When I found out that you knew about my affair, it almost killed me, but when Dave told me you heard us on tape, I truly wanted to die. I couldn't even imagine the pain you were going through and nobody could reach you. Dave tried calling two or three times a day."
"Okay, I'll call Dave the first thing tomorrow. You said it was a trap; that you were trapping Sean..."
"Yeah. After a couple of months, he started talking about me leaving you and going off together with him. At first, I thought he was joking, but the more he talked, the more I knew he was serious. He started asking questions about the money, how much could I get my hands on and stuff like that.
"I told him I had no intention of leaving you. That made him mad and he started really pressuring me. He had me terrified. I was trying to stall him, thinking he'd eventually lose interest. That's when he started talking about killing you so he and I could live happily ever after. When I told him I'd never do such a thing, he made it sound like he was going to do it whether I liked it or not.
"I thought about going to the cops here but I knew Dave worked there and I still had hopes of getting out this without you find out about the affair... silly, I know. Anyway, since he lived in the city, I went to the Chicago cops. They gave me a real tiny digital recorder and told me to try and make him talk about it, but not to act too enthusiastic. They thought that might make him suspicious since I'd already said I wanted no part of it.
"I taped all of our conversations for about two weeks. That's when he came up with the idea of using that map and leaving you out in the desert. When the Chicago cops heard it, they called in the FBI. They coached me more on what to say and how to act so as not to give anything away. They weren't sure how'd you react if you knew, so they told me to keep quiet unless you decided against going to California. When you said you were going to do it, they assured me they'd protect you and make sure you wouldn't get hurt. I had no idea you knew anything until Dave came to my work and arrested me.
"That's when I really lost it, knowing you thought I was trying to kill you," she said as she started to cry again.
"And of course this has all been corroborated with the FBI?"
"Of course. They let me out of jail later that same day. Unfortunately, work didn't wait around to get the facts. The next morning, when I went back in they had already made up their minds to fire me. I've been so worried about you, I haven't even looked for another job yet."
She was dying to ask if he'd consider trying to save the marriage. She'd already checked out some couples therapists, but she decided it could wait. She'd given him a lot to digest, already. She'd wait a little while.
Aaron was just sitting there, staring at the floor. The fact that she was sitting in the kitchen and not in jail was a pretty convincing testimony to her telling the truth. Still...
He stood and put his cup in the sink before turning back and looking her in the face. "I guess you sitting here pretty well confirms what you've told me, but to be on the safe side, I'm going to spend the night in a hotel. After I talk to Dave in the morning, you and I can talk about what happens next. Right now, I'm going to run upstairs and grab some clean clothes."
A few minutes later he didn't even bother coming back to face her. "I'll call you tomorrow," he barked out just before she heard the door close.
Neither of them got much sleep that night. The next morning, Aaron didn't know if Dave was working days or nights so he walked down to a little restaurant and had some breakfast before placing his call. Dave was sitting in his kitchen when he saw Aaron's name pop up.
"Jesus, man, don't you ever answer your phone? Where are you?" was how he answered.
"Yeah, sorry. I just needed to get away for a little while and didn't feel like talking to anyone."
"Where are you?" Dave repeated.
"At the Greenleaf on Rand."
"Have you been home yet?"
"Oh, yeah; it was quite a shock."
"Yeah, I'll bet. Why don't you come over for coffee. I'll explain the whole thing to you."
"I'll be there in ten minutes, Dave." Aaron jumped in his car and headed for his cousin's. Lisa, Dave's wife, gave him a big sympathetic hug as she invited him in. A couple of minutes later, Dave and Aaron sat across the kitchen table, each with a cup of coffee. Aaron was anxious to hear Dave's version.
"Brenda said the whole thing was a trap for McCall."
"She's telling the truth. I know one of the Chicago cops who was working with her. Remember when the FBI showed up at the ranch and nobody could figure out how they knew about the operation? They were called in by the Chicago PD When the FBI called the California State Police they were informed of that end of the operation, so they just coordinated with each other."
Aaron sat there, shaking his head with disbelief. "Jesus, what a screwed up mess."
Dave laughed. "Wasn't it though. Brenda was trying her damndest to keep you from finding out about her cheating.
"After we arrested her, I was in no mood to finish my shift so I took the rest of the day off. I didn't even know she'd been released until she called me later. She asked if we could talk. She literally collapsed in my arms when she found out you knew about her wanting to kill you, or I should say, allegedly wanting to kill you."
"So, you believe her?" Aaron asked.
"Oh yeah, there's no question that it was all a sting operation. She never wanted you dead or hurt in any way. If we hadn't gotten involved it would have still gone down about the same way."
Aaron sat there, looking into space.
"So, what are you going to do? I know Brenda is praying you'll forgive her."
"I don't see that happening," Aaron replied. "She slept with that guy for six months."
"Well, to be fair, the last two months were part of the sting. She'd have broken it off before that, otherwise."
"Okay, four months. Is there really that much difference between four and six?"
"I suppose not. I don't think she's holding on to a lot of hope anyway. I do feel bad about her job, though. They fired her after our arrest. One other thing you should remember: she took a big chance to do what she did. She was terrified of that guy. Who knows what McCall would have done if he'd known Brenda was betraying him. She did it to protect you. Please keep that in mind before kicking her to the curb?"
"Dave, you know me better than that. I'm not going to just toss her out."
"Yeah, I didn't really think you would," Dave told him.
"So... I have your assurance that if I sleep in the same house with Brenda, I won't wake up with a dagger in my heart?"
"Absolutely!" Dave replied with conviction. "People rarely wake up at all with a dagger in their heart," he responded with a smile.
"Ha, ha, very funny."
Well, he'd found out what he wanted to know, now he needed time to think again. After saying his goodbyes to Dave and Lisa, he drove around for a while with no thought as to a destination. His nerves were a frazzled mess. He needed someplace quiet to decompress.
There was one place: a smal, man-made lake surrounded by the green rolling hills of a city park. This time of day he assumed it would be deserted and he was right. He walked along a tree-lined path for a while before picking out a freshly painted parkbench near the water. Aaron sat back, closed his eyes and let the sun shine down on him. The lapping of small waves against the shoreline made for soothing background music.
Eventually, thoughts of his current situation invaded the serenity. As devastating as it was to think Brenda wanted him dead, it did make things easier. There were just no ifs, ands or buts about it, she was toast. Now, finding out she actually put herself in harm's way to protect him, obviously put a new wrinkle in things. Dave was right, Sean was intimidating and Brenda had to be in constant fear that he'd find out about her turning him in.
As grateful as he was, Aaron just couldn't see a future for them together. He would always have suspicions... always. He couldn't live like that. Regrettable, as it was, there was only one choice.
It was almost three o'clock when he finally returned home. At first, he wondered if she was there. Then he heard her in the computer room and walked to the doorway. "What are you doing?"
"Trying to make a resumé. Now that I know you're safe, I have to find a job... quick," she emphasized. "I have no idea where I'm going to stay yet, but somehow I have to get an apartment."
"Why don't you leave that for right now. We need to talk."
"I know what you're going to say, Aaron, and I have to get this finished. I..." She looked up at him with tears in her eyes. "I'm scared, Aaron. I've got no money, no car, and no place to stay. I... I don't know what I'm going to do," she said as the tears broke loose and started to pour.
Aaron walked over and guided her to her feet, then wrapped her in his arms and gently pushed her head to his shoulder. He let her cry for a minute or two before speaking. "We've known each other for a long time, Brenda. Do you really think I'd throw you out of here without anything?"
It took a couple of sobs before she could reply. "Y... you probably don't even remember. We signed a prenup, Aaron. It says I get nothing because I cheated on you."
"And you think that because we signed that thing years ago, it's some kind of a law that I have to obey?"
"Well, no bu... but I did cheat on you."
"Come on," he said, "let's go in the living room and talk. I've given it a lot of thought."
As they sat down on the couch, he could see hope building behind her eyes. He didn't want to give her the wrong impression, so he came out with it, first thing. "Yes, you did cheat on me, Brenda. I will never be able to forget that."
He saw the hope disappear. "I've given a lot of thought to trying to save the marriage, but it won't work. I'd always be suspicious and neither of us should have to live the rest of our lives under a cloud like that."
She sobbed heavily as she lowered her head and looked down at a seat cushion. Aaron reached under her chin and lifted it to eye-level. "But neither am I going to just toss you to the curb, either," he said with a small smile, "after all, you may very well have saved my life."
"I don't deserve anything, Aaron. I... I knew what I was doing. I just wasn't strong enough to resist."
"I won't lie to you, Brenda, that's the part that breaks my heart. I would have hoped your love for me would have given you that strength."
"I know, Aaron, I know. I'm so sorry."
"Well, your willingness to put yourself on the line like you did, goes a long way in apologizing. So, here's what I've come up with. I'm giving you the house, you..."
"Oh, Aaron, I couldn't afford the mortgage. I..."
"If you'll let me finish please."
"Okay, I'm sorry. It's..."
"I'm giving you the house and your car," he continued. "I know you can't pay the mortgage, so I paid it off. I checked with the bank and there was only a little over a hundred and twenty thousand left, so I cashed out a couple of bonds and wrote out a check. I also got this," he said, pulling a white envelope out of his pocket and handing it to her. "It's a cashier's check for a hundred grand."
He almost had to laugh. His soon to be ex-wife sat, unable to move or talk. She held the envelope in her hand, her mouth hung open, and her watery eyes just stared at him. It must have been almost a minute before she snapped out of it.
"Aaron, honey, I... I can't accept this. I don't deserve it. I ruined everything, our future, our life together."
"I can't argue with you there," he replied with a constrained chuckle. "You also gave me a lot of good years and stuck your neck out when the chips were down. Now, this will take care of your immediate needs, but I have one more settlement check. I didn't have time to do it today, but tomorrow I'm going to set up a trust with another hundred thousand. You'll be able to draw out up to fifty grand a year as you need it. After that, you're on your own... sound fair to you?"
"I... I don't even know what to say, Aaron. This is way more than what I deserve."
"Well, a hundred grand isn't really that much these days, so I'd still get that resume together if I were you. It's just that now you'll be able to be a little choosey, and won't have to take the first job that comes your way."
"I... I just don't know how to thank you, Aaron," she said while shaking her head in disbelieve.
"What are you going to do? Where're you going to go? Where are you going to sleep?"
"Well, for the immediate future, I'm going to sleep in the guest room upstairs. After that, I'm not sure. I really liked California. I'm thinking about moving out there."
More moisture made her green eyes glisten as she thought about him being so far away. She obviously knew they'd no longer be a couple, but she hadn't thought of possibly never seeing him again. She strained an artificial smile and leaned forward to kiss him on the forehead. "Will you let me know if you move? Maybe we could have one last dinner together?"
"I will, I promise," he replied. "Right now I have to call Dave. I need to thank him and his buddies for all their help. They're really quite a team," he laughed as he thought back to all their covert procedures. He went into his office and closed the door. He had a gift for his three friends and wanted to present it at the close of a nice dinner for them and their wives.
The following Sunday evening, they all gathered at Chez Paul's, one of the finest restaurants the area had to offer. Of course, Aaron already knew Dave's wife, Lisa, and he'd already met Tracy, Dalton's wife. Jack's wife, Alaina, was just as fetching and personable as the other two. For a moment, Aaron wished his own wife could be there. If it had been seven months sooner, he was sure they'd all be best friends. As it was, he was the only one at the table without someone by his side. It was something he was going to have to get used to.
As the meal and conversation progressed, Aaron was getting more and more excited. Finally, everyone had finished their dinner along with dessert. He ordered another bottle of wine for a toast. As everyone poured a little vino in their glasses, Aaron pulled three envelops from his pocket and passed them out.
Jack was the first to question him. "What's this?"
"Open them and find out," Aaron countered.
Everyone opened the envelops but looked a little confused. "I don't get it," Dave responded. Everybody looked up at Aaron waiting for an explanation.
"The map was real," he responded with a Cheshire cat-like grin from ear to ear.
"What?" they all asked, almost in perfect unison.
"The map was the real thing. The whole time, even after hearing Sean's story about it, I had a feeling it still might be real. I was right. Those are five percent shares in the Brookfield Gold and Copper Mine. Gentlemen, within a year you're all going to be millionaires, probably several times over."
They all looked at each other, not knowing what to say. There were a couple of stupefied utterances from the guys and, "Oh, my Gods," from the girls, but no cognitive words spoken for a minute or two. Finally, Dalton was the first to express what the other guys were thinking.
"Aaron, I can't take this. I didn't do that much, certainly nothing to warrant this."
"Yeah, I feel the same way," Jack and Dave confirmed.
"Well, if that's the way you feel, but you'll have to hire a lawyer in California to go to court and have your names removed from the claim."
"What?" Dalton barked. "Why can't you just have our names removed?"
"Because I knew you guys would feel like this, so I made sure you'd have to go through hell to refuse me, that's why," he said, sitting back in his chair, obviously very pleased with himself.
Jack, Dalton, and Dave all looked at each other. "Well, I'm sure not going to hire any California lawyer," Jack said.
"Me neither," Dave confirmed.
"I guess that's it then," Dalton declared, "it appears we're all millionaires."
"A toast," Aaron said, raising his glass. "To the Brookfield Gold and Copper Mine, may it make Sutter's Mill look like pocket change."
Everyone toasted, after which, they all thanked their host profusely. Everyone went home feeling on top of the world. Unfortunately, Aaron was the only one who didn't celebrate that night by making love to his spouse.
He thought about Brenda on the drive home. He hadn't said anything, but he had a forth envelope in his pocket for her; after all, If it hadn't been for her affair, he wouldn't have the gold mine. He had no idea how much ore it would produce, but there was no doubt it would be tens, maybe hundreds of millions of dollars worth. The thing was, he'd trade it all to have his loving and FAITHFUL wife back. Sadly, that was no longer possible.
Well, he sighed to himself, California's a big state... lots of women. In fact, the lawyer who helped him set up the claim had a beautiful secretary. He made note that she wore no rings. Maybe he'd ask her out for coffee.
The End.
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As he left the apartment for work that day, Morgan Johnson had no idea of the events that would show him how much of life he took for granted, and how greatly things could change.
He had always considered himself appreciative and thankful for life's blessings; after all, both his and his wife's parents were alive and healthy, for the last three years he'd been happily married to his high school sweetheart, and he loved being a press photographer for, The Tribute, one of two major Chicago newspapers.
*****
Nodding and saying good morning to the various reporters, Morg, as everyone called him, navigated his way through the newsroom to get his assignments for the day. Andy, the photo editor, wasn't at his desk, but Morg's assignment cards were all there so he grabbed them and started his retreat.
"Morg, hold on, I've got one more for you, here."
He turned to see Andy walking his way with another assignment card in hand. He glanced at it as he took it from his boss. "Is this the girl who's in the coma?"
"Yeah, well, I guess she came out of it a few days ago, but now she's got amnesia; poor girl can't remember a thing. The cops want us to get a full face and a profile shot of her and run it on the front page to see if anyone recognizes her. We said we would."
Morg looked at the card a little closer. "There's no time on it."
"She's not going anywhere. Any time you can work it into your schedule is fine," Andy replied.
Morg shuffled through the rest of his assignments. "Okay, I've got some time around one. I'll scoot over there after I grab some lunch."
"That'd be great. I'll call the hospital and let them know you're coming."
It was about ten minutes after the hour when Morg checked in at the front desk. They gave him a pass and let him know the room number. He was surprised to see one of Chicago's finest standing guard outside the woman's door. Getting to know most of the cops on a first name basis was one of the perks of the job.
"Charlie, what are you doing here?"
"Hi, Morg, you here to take pictures of our mystery girl?"
"Yeah, I guess. I wasn't expecting to see you here, though. Is she wanted for something?"
"No, no. She's not a perp; she's a victim. I really don't agree with this picture idea, but we can't talk her out of it, so..."
Morg was perplexed. "So? So what, I don't get it. I thought the paper was doing you guys a favor by showing her picture on the front page."
"No, you're doing this at her request, not ours. Even my lieutenant tried to talk her out of it."
"Why?"
"Because we don't know what kind of danger she might be in. She was shot in the head." He saw Morg's jaw drop. "It looks like she was attacked, gang raped, then shot in the head. We think the attackers left her for dead. We're afraid they'll try to finish the job if they know she's still alive."
"Who's handling the case?"
"Detective Nobles, but Lieutenant Ashwood is taking a special interest in it, too; I think because of the violent nature of the crime."
"Did you ever find out who dropped her off in front of the emergency room?" Morgan asked.
"No," Charlie replied. "We think some Good Samaritan found her and dropped her off, but he obviously didn't want to get involved. When we checked the CCTV footage, we saw he smeared mud over his license plate and wore a Cub's baseball cap. How many of those are there in Chicago?" He chuckled.
"Well, if no one thinks this is a good idea, who came up with it in the first place?"
"Some idiot nurse, and once it was mentioned, the girl has been adamant about it."
It didn't make sense to Morg. "That's nuts. She's putting her own life in jeopardy."
"I know," Charlie said with a shrug of his shoulders. "Why don't you give it a shot? Maybe she'll listen to you."
"Consider it done," Morg stated with conviction as he walked passed Charlie and into the mystery woman's room.
She didn't look nearly as bad as Morg had anticipated. He expected her entire head to be wrapped in bandages, but the bullet had caught her from behind and grazed the side of her head, cracking her skull and taking off a small part of her right ear. He could see where they had shaved her hair in a couple different places but some of it had grown back in already. She had a pretty large bandage on the back of her head, but from the front, had a very pretty face, even without make-up.
She literally lit up when she saw him walk in. "You're the photographer from the paper?"
"Yeah, how are you doing?"
"Oh, just fantastic." She laughed.
"Listen, I was talking to Charlie out in the hall. He thinks this is a bad idea and I completely agree with him."
Her small smile turned into a frown. "What's your name?"
"Morgan," he answered. "Morgan Johnson, but people call me Morg."
"Nice, isn't it?"
He was a little confused. He'd never thought of his name in those terms before. "Nice?"
"Yeah... to know your name, I'll bet you also know where you live, and how old you are, too. You obviously know what you do for a living. Do you know if you're married, your wife's name, who your friends are, who your parents are? Got any kids? Can you remember their names, how about where you went to school? You have any memories of growing up?"
He just stood, staring at her. He couldn't even contemplate not knowing all that stuff.
She could tell what he was thinking. "Yeah," she said, "now you have a small idea of what my world is like. I don't care about the danger. If there's a chance of someone out there being able to tell me who I am or help me remember something, I'm going to take it."
Morgan was still trying to come to terms with what she was saying. "I... you're right, I can't even imagine how hard that would be, but..."
"But nothing," she interjected. "This should be my decision, not yours. Your paper already said they'd do it."
"Yeah, I know, but I've got a personal stake in this, too, you know. What if something happens to you because of the pictures I take? How do you think that would make me feel? At least give it some time. Maybe your memory will come back on its own."
She let out a big sigh of frustration. "Fine, if you're not going to take the pictures then get out. I'll call the other paper. I'll find somebody who'll do it."
That angered him. "There's one thing you haven't forgotten: how to be pig-headed," he growled.
She couldn't help but chuckle under her breath. "Well, are you going to take the pictures or do I get the nurse to call the other newspaper?"
Obstinate in his own right, Morgan just stood there staring at her.
"Fine!" she said, not waiting for him to answer. "Go on, get out. Nurse!"
"All right, damn it, okay, I'll take the fricken pictures, but I still think you're nuts."
Suddenly, her face glowed with a hugh smile. "Look, the cops said they can set up a hotline. All the calls go straight to the police department so they can check out the callers."
"Why didn't you tell me that in the first place?"
"Why didn't you ask?" she responded with a smile.
"At least that will offer you some protection. I assume you'll be working with a therapist when you get out of here?"
"I'm not sure," she revealed. "The hospital has been trying to get some Medicare Emergency Fund to pay for the hospital expenses, but without even a social security number, they've been having a hard time. One of the nurses told me they might have to write it all off. If they're not going to pay the hospital, I doubt they'll pay for therapy."
"Well, somebody's got to do something. They can't just let you wander the streets with no food or shelter. Hell, you can't even apply for a job."
"You're not telling me anything I don't know, Morg. I'm praying I have family or friends in the area who will take me in. That's the reason for the photos. The hospital will have to release me in three or four days. I've got that long to find someone."
"What about a shelter? Surely, there has to be somewhere you could stay."
"Not as many as you think," she replied. "Most of them are for battered women and they're filled."
Until that point, she'd put up a tough front, but now Morg saw the tears. In all his experiences on the paper, he'd never seen anyone quite so helpless or vulnerable. He completely understood the reasoning behind posting her pictures, she literally had no choice. He walked over to the little table next to her bed and pulled a tissue from the box. "Here," he said as he handed it to her.
"Thank you." She felt a little embarrassed as she took it.
Morg adjusted his camera settings for the lighting in the room. "All right, look right into the camera. Perfect," he announced after snapping off a few exposures. "I'll photoshop all the tubes and medical equipment so you can't see them in the picture. That way no one will be able to tell you're in a hospital." He snapped off a few more for a profile. "Okay, that should do it," he told her. "They'll be in tomorrow's paper. I hope it helps."
She thanked him profusely before they said their goodbyes.
Charlie stopped him as he exited the room. "Well, did you talk her out of it?"
"No. She has no choice, Charlie. I just hope it works and she finds someone."
"Yeah, I know. Lieutenant Ashwood has someone at the station calling the shelters and human services, but so far it's a no-go. Everybody's filled to the max."
That night, Morgan told his wife about the young lady with no memory. He just kept shaking his head and talked about how horrible it had to be for her. "There are so many things that we take for granted and don't even think about. Can you imagine not even knowing your own name?"
"Not really," Brea replied.
She didn't seem to be as sympathetic as he was and couldn't grasp the scope of the girl's problems, but then, neither did he before meeting the mysery woman. "God, I hope she has family that recognizes her."
"If not, I'm sure they'll be able to get her in some shelter someplace," Brea responded.
"Yeah, but she really needs family or friends, somebody that can help her remember."
The next morning, Morgan got to work early. His first stop was usually the newsroom to collect his assignments, but he bypassed the elevator to the fourth floor and continued to the press room where the day's papers were still coming off the line. He smiled and waved at one of the press operators as he grabbed a paper.
The fourth floor was about half empty, but Andy was at his desk going through the day's photo assignments. He glanced at his watch when he saw his favorite photographer step off the elevator.
"Jeez, Morg, you're almost an hour early. Got a hot date or something?"
"Kind of," he chuckled. "I want to run by the hospital real quick and give the mystery girl a paper. I feel so sorry for her. She can't remember anything, Andy, not her name, where she's from, nothing."
"Yeah, I hope the mug shots work for her. Give me a few minutes, Morg; I'm still going through these," he admitted while shuffling the assignments cards around on his desk.
"I was going to give this to Ross, but since you're going to be at the hospital, I'll give it to you. It's at the Mayor's office. He's scheduled a ten o'clock press conference this morning. That should give you a little time to spend with your mystery girl. Busse will be there, too."
"Yeah, that works out great. Thanks, Andy." He left as soon as his boss handed him the rest of his assignments.
*****
"You still here, Charlie?"
"Hi, Morg, yup, still here, all day, not very exciting. McMaster's relieves me at three-thirty. It looks like they're going to release her day after tomorrow, then I'm back in a patrol car. Is that the paper?"
"Yeah," he answered, opening it up to the front page so Charlie could see it.
"Nice. Let's hope it does the trick."
"Yeah, do you know if they've found someplace for her to go, just in case?"
"I don't think so," Charlie replied.
She had her eyes closed when Morg walked in. Not wanting to disturb her, he gently laid the paper on top of the sheet. Feeling his presence, she opened her eyes and smiled at him.
"I thought you'd want to see it," Morg explained, gesturing to the paper.
Her eyes lit up and she excitedly opened it to the front page. "You take good pictures, Morg. Thank you. Is it out yet or is this hot off the press?"
"It'll be hitting the street in another half hour."
"Okay—good. Keep your fingers crossed for me, Morg."
"I am. I really hope this works out for you, everybody's pulling for you; just in case though, do you have a backup plan?"
"Not really, I know the cops are still trying to get me into a shelter, but so far I don't think they've been very successful. Charlie out there told me several have had to close for lack of funding and the ones still open are filled to capacity. They're taking up a collection for me at the precinct so I'll at least have a little money to start."
"That's a great idea. I could do the same thing at the paper."
"I'm not sure if I would normally take charity," she said with a small smile, "but I'm in no position to turn anything down. Anything you could do would be greatly appreciated."
Morg was ashamed that he didn't think of it himself. Time was of the essence and there was no way he'd make it back to the paper before mid-afternoon, so when he saw reporter Rick Busse at the mayor's press conference, Morg asked if he would get the ball rolling when he returned to the office. By the time Morg made it back to the paper, Rick had already been throughout the entire building and collected more than four hundred dollars. Morg had stopped at his bank during the day and added a hundred of his own to the kitty.
After dinner that night, he poured a glass of wine for Brea and himself and suggested they sit and listen to music instead of watching the boob-tube. He waited until they cuddled together with his arm around her before starting the conversation he'd been rehearsing.
"They took up a collection at work today for that woman with amnesia."
"Oh, and how much did we donate?"
"A hundred."
"A hundred dollars," she snapped.
"We can afford it."
"I know, but don't you think that's a little extravagant for somebody we don't even know?"
Okay, here goes nothing, he thought. "Ah, about that..."
"Now what? No, you can't adopt her," Brea snarked.
He chuckled. "I wasn't thinking of adopting her, but how about letting her stay here for a little while."
With that, Brea pushed herself away from him, sat up, and looked him straight in the eye. "Are you crazy?"
Morg knew it wasn't going to be an easy sell, but he was determined to give it his best shot. "Only until she can find someone who can help her," he explained.
"Honey, we got this three-bedroom apartment so we could have a home office and so your parents would have a room when they came up to visit. In three years, they've been here four times and every time they come they get a hotel room. That bed in there has never even been slept in.
"Maybe somebody will recognize her from the paper, but if not, she has nowhere to go, honey. She can't even rent a room because she has no ID. We can't just let her wander off and die in a gutter somewhere." He knew he was laying it on a little thick.
"Morg, you don't know anything about her. She could be a serial killer, for all we know. Didn't you tell me her life might be in danger? What about us? If she's living here, we could be collateral damage."
"I talked to the cops. They think she's pretty much out of danger by now. It's been a while since she was dropped off at the hospital, and with all the publicity about her losing her memory, they think it's highly unlikely that anyone would take a chance at trying to get to her after this length of time. Besides," he continued, "nobody's even going to know she's here."
Brea still wasn't convinced. "I don't like it, Morg. What if she begins to remember things and starts going crazy on us? I've heard that can happen."
"Honey, even with amnesia, she's one of the most level-headed people you'd ever want to meet. Believe me, if she starts getting her memory back, she's not about to go off her rocker."
"Morg, I just don't see why she's our problem all of a sudden. There are all kinds of charity services and shelters out there for people like her. What about all your cop friends? Can't one of them take her in?"
"They're still trying to find someplace for her to stay, but nobody's stepped forward and offered her a place to live."
"No one except my lonely hearts club husband," she snarked.
"Please, honey?" he asked.
Brea laughed at his miserable attempt at looking like a lost puppy. She sighed, miserable as it was, the lost puppy face was working. "Morg, you have to promise me that if it doesn't work out you'll find her someplace else to go."
He straightened his back. "Cross my heart and hope to die," he said, completing the hand gesture across his chest, "but I wouldn't be a bit surprised if you two didn't wind up as best of friends."
"Yeah, right," she smirked. "You're going to owe me big-time for this. You better be prepared to eat lots of pussy, buster."
"You know, I could do with some desert," he said with a glint in his eye.
"How about a nice big piece of pussy pie?"
It only took seconds for them to reach the bedroom and undress each other. He knew how much Brea loved to be eaten, but he still had to work his way down. She'd go crazy when his lips touched her neck and behind her ear. In just moments he could feel the passion building in her body, underscored by moans of ecstasy.
"Oh, God," she cried out as he reached her hardened nipples. God, he loved the softness of her breasts as he licked, sucked, and nibbled his way from one to the other. Instinctively, she caressed the back of his head with the gentlest encouragement as she took a deep breath. Morg smiled when he felt her body shudder with a small orgasm, already. He knew her body so well.
"Oh, yeah, oh God, oh honey," she cried out, breathlessly as he reached his southern most destination. His tongue slithered up and down the lips of her wet pussy, sending his lovely lady to the hights of her second orgasm.
His tongue seeked out the entrence to what he knew she craved. Upon its discovery, Morg delved in as far as possible. Cries of impending euphoria echoed from the walls as Brea's body wrethed with a craving lust.
"I want you inside me," she screamed.
That was music to his ears. The skin was stretched so tightly across his cock, he was literally in pain. He moved into position, hovering himself over her closed eyes, and gently stroked the inner walls of heaven. Intuitively, Brea threw her arms around her man and pulled him to her breasts. Morg felt the satisfaction of her nails digging into his back.
"Come with me, honey. I can't take any more, come with me," she begged.
"Oh, oh, oh," she yelped as he increased his speed. He had passed the point of no return as Brea's body froze in rapture.
"Ahhhhhh," he yelled as every nerve fired with intense euphoria. His hips moved with every powerful surge of cum. The world stopped as the physical manifestation of their love peaked in a world of their own.
It took several minutes before either were able to talk again. "I guess this means we're going to have a tenant, huh?"



Morg raised his arm and beckoned his love to cuddle. She pressed her naked body against his, stretched her arm across his chest, and nestled into the niche of his shoulder. He turned and gave her a kiss. "I love you," he whispered. She smiled as they both slipped into slumber.
The next day, Morg asked Charlie if they'd found a shelter for the patient yet.
"Not yet," he answered. "For the time being, the lieutenant used his ID to get her a motel room. She'll have to pay for it, but we all came up with almost six hundred bucks for her, so that'll help her out some, anyway."
"I've got another five hundred in here," Morg announced, holding up an envelope.
"Oh, jeez, that's great. That'll give her a little cushion, anyway. What do you have in the bag?"
"One of Brea's work out outfits. I wasn't sure if she had anything to wear out of here."
Charlie laughed. "Well, we went through the station's lost-and-found, but there wasn't a lot in it. We did come up with a shirt and a guy's pair of pants that we thought might fit her, but I'm sure she'd rather wear women's clothes."
"I also talked Brea into letting her stay with us for a while."
"You're kidding."
"Nope. We have a third bedroom in our apartment that's just sitting empty. We figured, hell, we're paying for it, we might as well use it."
"Jesus, Morg, everyone in the station will be happy to hear that."
"You... ah, you think they'll be happy enough to drive by the apartment occasionally? Brea's a little nervous that somebody might still be after our mystery woman and that we might be in danger then, as well."
"Oh, hell yeah," Charlie responded. "No problem. I'll ask the lieutenant to set up a regular patrol. He was going to do it for whatever motel she stayed in, I'm sure he'll have no problem just switching it to your complex."
"That would be greatly appreciated, Charlie. Seeing a patrol car drive by now and then will make both ladies feel a lot better."
The mystery girl was sitting up with a smile when Morg walked in. Although she couldn't hear what he and Charlie were saying, she recognized his voice. "Hi, Morg, come to see me off?"
"Of course. I also come bearing gifts," he said, holding up the bag.
"What's in there?"
"Well, I wasn't sure if you had anything to wear out of here so Brea, my wife, donated some workout clothes and a pair of sneakers. I think you and her are about the same size."
"Oh, Morg, please thank your wife for me. The police gave me a man's shirt and pants but they're way too big for me. I'd look like one of those scarecrows in the farmer's field," she joked.
"Well, that's another thing," Morg replied. "You can thank her yourself if you want."
"What do you mean?"
"We have a large three-bedroom apartment. The third bedroom has never been slept in. Brea and I talked it over and decided you can stay with us until you get your feet under you."
She just looked up at him, waiting for the punch line. "You're kidding, right?"
"No, not at all. It's up to you, of course, but it won't cost you anything and Brea doesn't work, so you won't have to worry about being alone most of the time."
She couldn't help but wonder if there wasn't some ulterior motive for his offer; after all, she'd only known him a couple of days. She searched his face for any underlying signs of malevolence but saw only caring and kindness. "Are you sure, Morg? You don't know me at all. Hell," she chuckled, "I don't know me at all."
"We're sure. Now, I'm going to go out and talk to Charlie while you get dressed. They'll be coming in to take you downstairs any time now. I'm going to take you shopping for some clothes. Oh, that reminds me, one of the guys at work took up a collection for you," he said, pulling the envelope out of his pocket. "There's a little over five hundred bucks in here for you."
"Oh, Morg, this is too much," she said, being a little overwhelmed. "I... I..."
He saw the tears welling up in her beautiful green eyes. "Hey, none of that," he told her. "I'd say you deserve a little good fortune for a change, wouldn't you? Now get dressed," he said as he left her room.
"She all set?" asked Charlie.
"Yeah, she's getting dressed. I'm going to take her to the mall so she can buy some clothes."
"You're not working?"
"I switched with one of the night shift photographers. I want to make sure she and Brea are properly introduced before I leave them alone together."
"Good idea," Charlie replied.
Just then they saw a nurse approaching, pushing a wheelchair. She asked Morg if he was a relative. Once they explained the situation, the nurse left the two men in the hall and went into the room to check on her patient.
"Well, I don't see any white horses in the parking lot, but it sure looks like you've got your own knight in shining armor out there," she commented to a smiling patient. "All dressed, I see. So... you ready to leave us?"
"To tell you the truth, I'm a little scared."
"Yeah, I can imagine. That guy who's going to take you home seems like a really nice guy, though. He says his wife will be with you most of the time, so it sounds like you're in good hands."
"Yeah, everybody's been so nice: you, the cops, Morg; please make sure you thank everyone for me."
"I will," the nurse assured her. "Now, hop in so we can get you out of here," she said, taking ahold of the wheelchair.
Charlie and Morg followed the nurse as she wheeled the mystery woman down to the first floor. "I'll bring the car up and meet you by the door," Morg told them.
*****
The imposing looking figure of syndicate crime boss, Vito Generissi, stood on the balcony of his Chicago high-rise apartment, looking out at the lake.
"You wanted to see me, Vito?" Tony, the button, Spinoso wasn't nearly as impressive looking, but as Vito's enforcer and hitman, he was no one to mess with.
"Yeah, did you see the picture of that broad in the paper?"
"The one who can't remember anything? Yeah, I saw it."
"You think she could be the one you shot at when you whacked Johnny?"
"Vito, stop worrying. I'm telling you, she couldn't identify me from that far away even if she was still alive... which I'm sure she ain't. She's probably still lying in the woods where she fell; most likely, the maggots have her half- eaten by now."
"I hope you're right. I still can't believe you screwed up so bad."
"Vito, there wasn't anything I could do. Jesus, we took him out to the most desolate stretch of road around. I put two in the back of his head and all hell broke loose. That broad came out of nowhere. I got one shot off at her and we had traffic coming from both directions. I couldn't help it. I threw Johnny's body in the trunk and got out of there.
"I got it handled though, didn't I? Nobody will ever find Johnny and that broad went down like a sack of potatoes. When have you ever seen me miss?"
Vito took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. "I hope you're right, Tony, for your sake, I hope you're right."
*****
When the mystery woman stood to get in the car, Morg noticed that she filled out that workout suit almost as nicely as his wife did.
"Got your money?"
"Yep, right here," she replied, holding up the envelopes.
"Any idea where you want to go, any brand names come to mind?"
"No, not really. I don't think I can even name a store, someplace where the clothes aren't real expensive. I need to conserve as much of this as possible," she said while looking in the envelopes.
"Okay, Target it is. There's one not far from here. What name do you like?"
She didn't understand the question. "Ah, Target is fine, I guess."
"No, I mean for you. You're going to have to pick a name, at least temporarily. We can't keep calling you Mystery Woman."
"Oh... yeah, I... I haven't thought of that. Gee, I don't know. How...how about Linda?"
"Linda? That's it? You don't want something more exotic like Lucrecia or Barbarella?"
She chuckled. "No, that's okay, just something simple, something I can remember," she said with a small laugh. "I'm praying I won't have to use it for very long, unless it's my real name, of course." She chuckled for the third time.
Morg wondered if he could keep a sense of humor in her situation.
In the store, Morg noticed that her practical attitude carried over to her shopping habits as well. She picked out two pairs of jeans suitable for working around the house or in the yard, two pair of casual slacks, and two nice skirts. Next, she found several tops, all different styles, but everyone could be worn with any of the slacks and skirts. When it came to underwear, Morg gave her some privacy but assumed she picked substance over lace. Lastly, she went to the shoe department and chose a pair of sneakers and two pairs of casuals with low heals.
When they checked out, Morg thought she was going to cry as she paid the three-hundred dollar tab. It was almost a third of all the money she had in the world.
Brea was waiting for them when they walked into the apartment. Morg introduced them, using Linda's newly chosen name. She was still overwhelmed with their kindness and generosity.
"Brea, I'm not sure how I'll ever be able to thank you and Morg. I never expected anything like this," she told them both.
"Well, we're happy to be able to help out," Brea responded. "Listen, Morg has to go to work in about an hour, so I was just making us all some lunch. Are you hungry?"
"Oh, wow, yeah, I'm starving. All I can remember eating is hospital food."
"Ewww," responded Brea while making a sour face. "Well, it's just soup and sandwiches, nothing fancy, but I'm sure it's better than hospital food."
She had never thought of it before, but as they all sat down to eat, Brea realized how hard it was to make conversation with someone who has no memory... what the hell do we talk about? She wondered. Luckily, Linda had an inquisitive mind.
"So, how long have you been married?"
"Three years," Brea happily volunteered. "Three long, dreadful ye..."
"Hey," Morgan interrupted. He knew she didn't mean it, but he still had to voice his objections.
Brea laughed. "No, I'm just kidding. I couldn't ask for a better man. I love the silly goof to death."
"I've only known him for a few days, but I agree. He's been incredible."
"All right, ladies, you're..." just then his phone rang. He finished his sentence before answering... "going to give me a big ego.
"Hello."
"Morg?"
"Yup, it's me."
"Morg, this is Jerry Wilson." It was another of Chicago's finest. "I understand the mystery woman is staying with you."
"Her name's Linda. Yeah, she's here right now."
"Linda? Is her memory coming back?"
"No, it's a name she picked out for herself. We couldn't keep calling her, "Hey You," he said while smiling across the table at her.
"Oh, okay, that makes sense. Anyway, my sister-in-law is a psychiatrist. I just got off the phone with her and she's willing to work with her pro bono. Her guess is that the woman's lived a hard life and that getting raped and shot is only the most recent tragedy in a life-time of traumas. She thinks that since the brain decided to block out her getting shot, it opted to go for it all and block out her whole life.
"She asked me how stable the woman is. She said once she starts to remember things, it's going to be extremely emotional for her. What do you think, Morg, will she be able to take that kind of psychological pain?"
"Wow, I don't really know, Jer. I'll have to sit down and talk it over with her. Did your sister-in-law say when she wants to start treating her?"
"No, and there's one other thing, she's in Des Plaines. If you or Brea can't take her she'd have to take public transportation, but Stacy's office is only two blocks from the Amtrak station."
"Yeah, I'm not sure how she'll feel about that. Can I get back to you tomorrow?"
"Well, here, take her phone number down and you can call her direct."
"Good idea, hold on a second.
"Honey, can you get me a pen and paper, please."
Brea jumped up and returned from their home office within seconds, laying the items on the table in front of Morg.
"Thanks, honey. Okay, Jerry, shoot." He wrote down the psychiatrist's name, phone number, and office address while everyone else around the table was anxious to see what the call was all about. "Thanks, Jer. If this works out we're all going to owe you."
Time was getting short. Morg had to leave for work, so he gave them the Reader's Digest version. "That was Jerry, he's another Chicago cop. His sister-in-law is a psychiatrist and says she'll work with you on getting your memory back, at no charge, but it doesn't sound like it's going to be all milk and honey. I have to run, but we have to talk about this tonight when I get home, okay?"
"Yeah," Linda almost yelled with excitement.
Brea put a comforting hand on Linda's arm. "Oh, wouldn't that be wonderful," she commented.
That night, when he got home, the three of them sat down to discuss the call. Morg wanted to emphasize how hard it might be for her. Would she be able to handle the trauma they would uncover in the meetings?
Linda was undaunted, she was determined to do whatever it took to find out who she was and regain her memory.
The next day, Brea helped her make the call. They both sat at the kitchen table as she dialed the number and set the phone on speaker so they both could talk. A secretary picked up on the second ring.
"Doctor Wahlburg's office."
"Yes, Hi, my name is Briana Johnson. I'm calling on behalf of a woman who has amnesia and can't remember who she is. The doctor's brother-in-law told us to call."
"Oh yes, the doctor said you might call. I know she wants to talk with you, but she's with a patient at the moment. Is the amnesia victim with you now?"
"Yes, she's staying with me and my husband."
"Good, would it be okay to have the doctor call you back in about twenty minutes?"
"Yes, that would be fine," Brea replied, before ending the call.
Linda got up and walked to the coffee pot. Her hand was trembling as she poured them both a cup.
"Not nervous or anything, are you?" Brea joked.
It was no joking matter to Linda. "I... I just don't know what I'm going to do if this doesn't work out. I can't stay here for the rest of my life. I don't even know if I have any skills or degrees. Hell, Brea, I could be a psychiatrist myself and not even know it," she derided.
"Huh," Brea laughed as she thought about it. "Wouldn't that be something? Listen, whatever you do, whoever you are, I'm sure you'll find out. I'm obviously not a doctor, but I know they've come a long way in medical science. They can even hypnotize you and bring your memory back that way," she said, remembering something she saw on TV.
As the two sat, sipping their coffee; about all they could do was wait. As she watched the minute hand on the kitchen clock, Brea was becoming as nervous as Linda.
After what seemed like an eternity, Brea's phone finally rang. She hit the speaker icon and answered it. The doctor introduced herself. Brea started the introductions on their end, informing the doctor that she was on speaker and that Linda was listening in. Doctor Wahlburg again emphasized the emotional pain she expected her patient would have to endure. Linda bravely expressed her willingness to do whatever it took. Next, they deliberated over schedules and logistics.
By the end of their conversation, Linda had a good idea of how difficult it was going to be. She had her first appointment for the following day and Brea said she could drive her.
When Morg came home later that night, Linda was already in bed, but Brea brought him up to date. She also admitted he was right about their developing friendship. She expressed her admiration for Linda's strength and resolve. "I don't know how she copes," she told Morg, "I'd be a total basket case."
The next morning, Morg was already at work by the time Linda came stumbling toward the kitchen. Brea was sitting at the table. "You look tired. Didn't you sleep well?"
"No, I just couldn't turn off my brain last night. I kept thinking about today," she said as she walked over to the coffee pot and poured herself a cup. I also realized I forgot to buy something at the store."
"What's that?"
"A robe."
"Oh, you know what, I have an old one hanging in the back of my closet. You're welcome to it."
"Really, are you sure? You've already given me so much."
"It's yours," Brea told her.
"Thank you. I hate getting fully dressed before a shower. Is Morg gone already?"
"Oh yeah, a long time ago. He starts at seven when he's on days."
The two ladies talked a little longer before Linda got into the shower. When she came back out there was an old, but perfectly adequate, terrycloth robe draped over the corner of her bed along with two lipsticks and some eye make-up.
It took Brea about thirty-five minutes to drive to Dr. Wahlburg's office. They were about fifteen minutes early as she parked the car. Linda just sat, staring out the window without saying a word.
Brea finally broke the silence. "You want me to go in with you?"
"No, it... it's not necessary. I... I'm just a little scared, I guess. Maybe... no, I'm going to do this," she affirmed, mainly to herself. "It's... it's just that actually being here... I mean, what if I find out something really terrible about myself?"
"I doubt very much that'll be the case. Now go, you can do this," Brea told her.
Linda turned her head and looked at her new friend. "You're right," she said with a sigh. So, what are you going to do while I'm in there? You're not going to wait out here in the parking lot, are you?"
"No, there's a neat little shopping center not far from here. I'll probably just walk around and do some window shopping. I'll be back in an hour to pick you up though."
"Okay," said Linda while reaching for the door handle, "see you in an hour."
Brea watched as her friend straightened her back and marched into the office building. Once inside, Linda looked up the room number for Dr. Wahlburg. A nice looking young woman greeted her as she entered the office.
"Hi, you must be Linda," she said with a friendly smile.
The new patient smiled back. "That's me, at least for the time being," she chuckled.
The young lady hit a button on the intercom. "Doctor, Linda is here for her appointment."
From a doorway behind the receptionist's desk, emerged a very professional looking woman who appeared to be in her mid-forties. She approached Linda with a smile and an extended hand. "How do you do, Linda? I'm Doctor Wahlberg. Come right in," she said, leading the way.
Offering her a glass of water, the doctor made her patient comfortable before starting the session. "Linda, have you recalled anything from your past since we last spoke?"
"No, nothing."
"Okay. As we get further along in our sessions, your memory will most likely start coming back in quick flashes. It might last only a couple of seconds, then again you may remember entire episodes of events. Rarely does someone's total memory come back all at once. It's usually in bits and pieces. If this does happen, should you have a flash of memory, no matter how quickly it comes and goes, try to determine what triggered it, something you saw or heard, a smell maybe, or possibly a feeling of déjà vu, something that provoked the memory. Keep a journal with you at all times. If you should remember something, write it down, along with what you think triggered it."
This was all very encouraging for Linda. Her doctor sounded like she knew what she was doing. "Doctor, what, ah... what are the chances... you know, that I'll be able to remember things."
"Very good, actually," she answered right away. "Now, there may be things that your mind will refuse to remember, but I'm confident that we can restore most, if not all, of your past, anyway."



"My friend mentioned hypnotism."
"Yes, it's called regression therapy, but there are several different types of treatments and different people respond in different ways. The most general is what we're going to start with. It's called cognitive therapy. It's like exercising your mind. I will give you things to read, puzzles to solve, problems to work on, situations where you must make decisions, things like that. At first, it won't seem like it has anything to do with regaining your memory, but as the mind expands its thought process to comply with the additional work you're giving it, it starts to stimulate the unconscious and wakes up parts of the mind that are currently dormant.
"It takes time and I don't want you losing your patience. You need to trust me. Can you do that?"
"Yes, of course," Linda responded. "Any guess at a timeline, when I might start remembering something? My real name would be nice."
"No, I'm afraid not. It could happen next week, next month, or next year. Are you ready to get started?"
"Absolutely," she stated with enthusiasm.
For the remainder of the hour, the doctor played word association games with her. From the answers Linda was giving her, she knew she was right about the young woman having a hard life.
For the first time since she awoke from her coma, Linda felt hopeful as they finished up. Brea was waiting for her in the outer office.
"So? How did it go?"
"Well, I was born in Oklahoma. My dad is a cattle rancher..." she was having a hard time keeping a straight face. When she saw Brea's jaw drop, she started laughing.
"Jeez, Linda, you had me going there for a minute."
"I know," she laughed again, "you were eating it up like candy."
Linda turned to the receptionist, who was also chuckling, and made another appointment.
On the way home, Linda asked if they could stop someplace where she could buy a journal and a couple of pens. As soon as they got back to the apartment, Linda changed out of her skirt and into a pair of jeans before grabbing the vacuum cleaner. They made a good team. Linda cleaned while Brea prepared to make dinner.
After the first couple of weeks, things were developing into a regular routine. Brea would drop Linda off at the doctor's, then knock around the mall until it was time to pick her up again. Since their return trip took them passed the grocery store, they'd do the shopping on the way back. They had two full bags in the back seat as they returned home from Linda's fifth therapy session.
"I'll take one bag, you get the other," Brea said as she exited the driver's seat. By the time Linda got around to the other side of the car, Brea had the first bag and had already started inside. Linda was leaning inside the back door of the car, grabbing the second bag when she heard the voice of a young man who was two cars away and had his back to her.
"I'm telling you it's her, alive and well. HEY, you were the one who said the bitch was a goner, anyway!"
Linda suddenly saw an image of a shadowy face hovering over, violently ripping and tearing at her clothes. She screamed, dropped the bag, and ran past Brea who had just opened the door to the apartment.
"Linda, what's the matter?" She had no idea what had happened but Linda was frantic. Brea quickly set the groceries down on the floor and followed Linda into her room. Linda was sitting on her bed with her arms wrapped around her knees, pulling them tightly to her chest. She was rocking back and forth as she just stared into space.
Brea sat next to her and gently started rubbing back with soothing strokes. "Linda, what is it? Did something happen in the parking lot?"
Linda didn't respond but just kept staring.
"Did you remember something?"
Linda looked at her friend and slowly nodded.
"Oh, my God, really? Do you remember what happened to you?"
"I heard him. It's exactly what he said, 'the bitch is a goner anyway.' I heard him. He was in the parking lot just now."
"WHAT?" You stay right here, don't move." With that, Brea ran back out to the parking lot to see if she could see anyone, but by that time the kid had disappeared. The rear door of her car was still open so she grabbed the other bag of groceries and went back into the apartment, locking the door behind her.
Linda seemed to be calming down some as Brea returned to her side.
"There's nobody out there now. Did you see who it was?"
"No, I... I'm sorry... I"
"Don't be sorry, for Pete's sake, this is a breakthrough, Linda. You remembered something."
Linda got a funny look on her face.
"What is it? Are you remembering more?"
"Cory..." she mumbled, "I... I think my name is Cory." She furrowed her brow in concentration, then a small smile crept across her face. "Yes, Yes, I'm sure of it, Cory—Corrine," she almost hollered, Corrine... Corrine...?" She was trying so hard. "Ugh, I can't remember my last name, DAMN," she shouted with excited disappointment. "What are you doing?"
Brea was starting to dial her phone. "I'm calling your therapist. She might want you to go right back in to see her."
Unfortunately, Dr. Wahlburg had a full schedule but told them to make sure she wrote down exactly what she saw and what triggered the memory. Next, Brea called Morgan.
Rarely did she call him on the job, so he knew it had to be important. He pulled the car off to the side of the road and answered. "Honey, what's up? Is everything okay?"
"Honey, Linda's name is Corrine." She went on to tell him the whole story. Morgan told her to call the cops immediately and have them send someone to the apartment to take her statement. Lieutenant Ashwood and a patrolman were still there when Morg got home. He was a little surprised to see someone of such high rank. Morgan had met the Lieutenant on just a couple of occasions. He introduced Morgan to the patrolman. A worried Morgan sat with the rest.
"What's going on, Lieutenant? Do you think the guy who shot her lives in the apartment complex?"
"It's a possibility, Morg."
Just then, another uniformed officer entered the apartment. "Sir, I think we have the car from the video."
The lieutenant glanced up. "Video?"
"Yes, Sir, from the hospital... the car that dropped her off."
Anxiously standing, the lieutenant looked over at the other cop. "You stay here with them," he barked.
Morgan accompanied both men in blue, outside. "Sir, it's the same make and model, same color, and it has the same Motley Crew sticker on the bumper. I'm sure this is the same car."
"Did you run the plate yet?"
"No, Sir, not yet."
"Well, do it." The senior officer looked over at Morgan. "We just might have gotten very lucky. Have you seen who drives this thing?"
"No, no clue."
It didn't take long before the other cop was back, holding a small writing tablet. "Sir, the owner's name is Brian Kelsey. He's just nineteen, but he doesn't live here. He lives at 6420 South Columbia."
"Shit," responded the lieutenant.
Morgan was just as disappointed. "Now what?"
"Well, we'll just have to keep an eye on it until somebody comes out and hops in the driver's seat. It's all we can do."
"What about Li... I've got to get used to her real name. What about Cory? Should we put her in a motel for now?"
"I think that'd be best, yeah. Now that we know the perps are still in the area, I can get away with putting her in protective custody. That way the department will pay for the motel. I'll put a female officer in the room with her. Why don't you have her pack some things." Morgan turned and walked to the apartment as the lieutenant turned to his patrolman.
"Park yourself where you won't be seen, but where you can keep an eye on the car. Most likely our boy has a girlfriend or a buddy in one of these apartments, so try to watch and see who exits what apartments. Also, radio in and get a search warrant for his car and residence. We're looking for a gun. I'm not sure what good it'll do us if we do find one. We don't have a bullet for ballistics, but maybe we can use it to bluff somebody into a confession."
"Yes, Sir," acknowledged the officer. He immediately got in his squad car, found a place in the back of the parking lot where he'd be inconspicuous, then picked up his radio and called in for the warrant.
In the meantime, Cory was inside packing some clothes. It didn't take her long; she didn't have that many. The lieutenant spoke into his radio and got things arranged. Cory emerged from her bedroom with a suitcase Brea loaned her.
"Cory, I'm going to take you to a motel we sometimes use as a safe-house. A female officer will meet us there. She'll be spending the night with you. Hopefully, we'll have you back here tomorrow sometime. Our suspect doesn't live here, but we should have him in custody before the night is over, or by moring at the latest."
He turned and addressed Morgan and Brea. "What about you guys? You want someone to stay in the apartment with you in case you get a surprise visitor?"
Morgan looked at his wife to see what she wanted. She smiled back with confidence in her husband. "We'll be okay," she told lieutenant Ashwood.
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah, thanks lieutenant, but we'll be fine," Morgan confirmed.
"Okay." He looked toward Cory. "You ready?"
"Yes," she answered with a nod of her head.
A female office met them at the motel. Normally, she'd have been in uniform but changed into civies when she got the assignment. They got a room on the second floor, and both cops went through it thoroughly to make sure everything was okay. Lieutenant Ashwood was about to leave when he realized he was hungry. He glanced at his watch and saw it almost seven. His shift ended a couple of hours earlier. "Ladies, I'm starving, what about you?"
Both women were also hungry. There was a take-out menu from the local pizza place on a little corner table near the phone. It took only a minute for them all to agree to the toppings and a large pizza was ordered.
It was after nine by the time the Lieutenant left. Cory was curious. "Janet, the lieutenant isn't married? I didn't see a wedding ring."
Janet knew damn well she shouldn't be spreading her boss's troubles all over town, but... well, they had to talk about something. "He just went through a divorce, a pretty nasty one. She's accused him of all kinds of things, shaking down prostitutes for freebies... all kinds of vile crap. I know it was just to get back at him. There're quite a few guys on the force that are not what you'd call paragons of virtue, believe me, but the lieutenant isn't one of them. He's truly one of the good guys.
"It was actually his wife who was caught cheating. You know, sometimes people can be so stupid. We're trained to be able to detect when people are lying to us. She certainly knew that yet she stood there and lied right to his face. He knew immediately. It took him less than a week to find out who she was sleeping with and catch them in the act."
"That's a shame," Cory commented. "He really seems like a nice guy."
"He is. It's not easy being married to a cop though, even a good one. I sometimes feel sorry for my husband. I know he worries constantly. Every time I walk out the door he wonders if he'll ever see me alive again. That wears on a person.
"A lot of times we're not that easy to live with, either. We're trained to keep cool and always try to deescalate a situation, but we're still human. I'll tell you, when you're out on the street trying to calm someone down while they're screaming at you, calling you vile names, and then spit in your face," she stopped to take a deep breath, "well, let's just say it becomes very difficult to keep your cool. We have to do it though, but for the rest of the day your anger simmers, so by the time you get home, you're ready to tear somebody's head off and guess who gets the brunt of it... yup, your loving spouse. It isn't fair, but sometimes it's just impossible to avoid. Chad, that's my husband, is a real prince. Sometimes I have no idea how he puts up with me," she said with a small smile.
"Yeah, I see your point. I don't know if I'd like being married to a cop." She thought for a second. "I wonder if I am," she chuckled.
"Yeah, we all have our problems, don't we? I wouldn't want to be in your shoes, either. I heard you're starting to remember some things, though."
"Well, just a very little. I'm almost positive my name is Corrine. I'm not really sure how I know that, though. I don't actually remember anyone calling me that; it's just a feeling more than anything. I got a real quick flashback today when I heard that guy talking. It was hearing the words, the exact same words I heard as they were ripping my clothes off. I remembered that and then the name came to me. I... I can't explain it."
"Are you seeing Jerry's sister in law, the psychiatrist? I know he talked to her two or three times on your behalf."
"Dr. Wahlburg; yes, I've been seeing her since I got out of the hospital. Which reminds me; we called her when I had that flashback. I have an appointment with her tomorrow afternoon."
"We should have that guy in custody by then. I don't think there'll be a problem," Janet confirmed.
She was right. The following morning the desk sergeant caught Lieutenant Ashwood as soon as he walked in the door. "Lieutenant, we got that guy from last night in a cell, downstairs. His name is Brian Kelsey. He's nineteen years old, but he says he was at work at the time the mystery woman heard the voice."
"Cory," the lieutenant replied. "Her name is Cory. Did we verify his alibi?"
"I'm afraid so, Lieutenant, about an hour ago, but I didn't want to let him go until I talked to you."
"Good. Do we know who he was visiting?"
"Yeah, some buddy of his, ah..." he checked his report, "a Carl Langford, twenty-three; he's lived there for almost two years."
"Did we bring him in?"
"Ah, no, I don't think so."
"Shit! Didn't it occur to anyone that if the voice Cory heard wasn't the guy we picked up, it was probably the guy he was visiting? Damn it, we've positively identified the car as the one that was used to drop her off at the hospital and we find it in the same parking lot where she overhears somebody talking about raping her. That's not a coincidence. Send a couple of uniforms over there to bring in this Langford guy, and let's hope he's still there. Tell them if he refuses to come in voluntarily, go ahead and arrest him on suspicion of aggravated rape."
"Yes, Sir. You want us to let the other one go?"
"Hell no. What time did they bring him in?"
"Ah," he looked at his roster again, "one-fifteen this morning."
"Then we've got till one-fifteen tomorrow morning before we have to let him go or charge him; any sign of a lawyer yet?"
"No, sir, he hasn't asked for one."
"Good. Is detective Nobles in?"
"Yes, Sir."
"Okay, bring the kid up to the interview room and tell Nobles to sweat him good. He has to be involved somehow. Maybe Nobles can get him to crack. If not, we'll hold him until his buddy gets here, then we'll play one against the other.
"I'll be in my office. Let me know as soon as they bring Langford in."
"Will do, sir." As soon as the lieutenant had his back turned, the sergeant called detective Noble and told him what was said. While the detective ordered that Kelsey be taken to the interrogation room, the sergeant radioed for two patrolmen to pick up the other suspect.
While this was going on, Janet and Cora were getting ready to face a new day. While Cora took a shower, Janet called the station for an update. She talked to the sergeant who filled her in on everything that was happening, then told her he'd send someone to relieve her.
"Don't worry about it, Sarg. My husband is out of town on business for a couple of nights, so I'm on my own right now. Cora's going to need a ride to her therapist later, so I'll just hang out with her today."
"I can't put you in for overtime, not when there's someone else available."
"I know," she agreed. "I'm not looking for overtime."
"Okay, I'll give you a call later and let you know what's going on."
Cory was just stepping out of the shower as Janet was hanging up. "I just talked to my sergeant. We have one of the guys in custody. We have a DNA sample from a cup he drank out of. They're on their way to pick up the other one, now, the one who lives in your apartment complex. Hopefully, we'll get his DNA the same way. Once we get a match from the sperm samples, we'll have 'em cold. We know there were three of them, so if we can get them to roll over on the third guy it'll be all over."
All that time, Cory had been putting on a brave face, but inwardly couldn't ditch the fear she felt. She almost collapsed on the bed as she sighed in relief. She closed her eyes and laid back with a smile. "God, you have no idea how liberated I feel right now."
"I can imagine," Janet chuckled. "I'm still going to stay with you today, though. I'll drive you to your therapist later, too."
"Okay, good. May I use your phone to call Brea and let her know she doesn't have to drive me while you jump in the shower?"
"Of course."
"Then can we go out for breakfast when you get done? I'm starving."
"Absolutely. Give me ten minutes."
Brea sounded upbeat when Cory gave her the news. "Okay, thanks for letting me know. I was just looking out the window as you called. There are three squad cars out there. I assume they're here to arrest that guy. I can't believe he's been living here this whole time."
"Yeah, kind of scary, huh. I hope they get that third guy, then at least part of my nightmare will be over. All I'll have to worry about then is getting my memory back."
"I have no doubt it'll happen, Cory. Hell, it's already starting to come back a little. Call me later and let me know if you're going to stay there another day or if you're coming back tonight, will you."
"Will do, Brea, bye."
Janet picked the place for breakfast, a little greasy-spoon diner that was a favorite with cops. She figured if anyone was coming after Cory, they'd be nuts to try anything in there.
Afterward, they went back to the hotel and just talked for a little while. Cory learned more about the marital life of a cop.
They were getting ready to go to Cory's therapy session when she checked her purse. "Shit," she uttered.
"What's the matter?"
"Oh, in all the excitement last night, I left my journal at the apartment. I don't have much in it, but Dr. Wahlburg said I should keep it with me all the time in case I remember something. I was also going to use it for taking notes during my sessions. Would you mind terribly if we swung by and picked it up on the way?"
"No, not at all." Janet checked her watch. "We'd better get going then."
When the girls got there, Cory knew Morgan was at work and wasn't sure if Brea was home or not so she used the key they gave her.
"You go grab your journal. I'll wait here by the door for you," Janet told her.
Cory walked down the hall and turned the corner for the bedrooms when she heard Brea talking on the phone. She sounded aggravated.
"Look, Bob, I told you I'm not going to see you anymore. I don't care. I still think you got me into that motel room by drugging me... because I don't remember drinking that much, that's why. Yes, I do remember, and yes, the sex was great."
With everything else going on in her life, Cory didn't take time to think about what she heard, she just reacted. "You're cheating?" Her raised voice expressed her surprise and disappointment.
Brea's head snapped in the direction of the pitiful cry and saw Cory standing in the hall. "Oh shit," she mumbled. "Bob, I have to go," she said before abruptly disconnecting. Before she had a chance to respond, Cory incredulously continued.
"You're cheating on Morgan? I... I can't believe that. You've got the most loving and devoted husband on the planet and you're... " she couldn't say it again. She stood there, staring at her stunned friend. Cory's mind spun around like a pinwheel in a hurricane. Her eyes started filling with moisture as the silence grew.



With her brain in a fog, Cory turned and walked into her room to retrieve her journal. Brea was waiting for her when she came back out.
"Cory, wait, let me explain."
"There's nothing to explain, Brea. I heard you on the phone."
"But you misunderstood. I'm not..."
"Not now, Brea, not now. I can't."
"Cory..."
"Leave me alone. I have to go," and with that, she pushed past Brea and headed for the door.
Janet saw her and immediately grew concerned. "Is everything okay? What happened?"
"Nothing," Cory replied. "Let's just go," she said as she walked passed the female cop and into the parking lot.
Once in the car, Janet asked again. "Cory, are you sure nothing's wrong? Something happened in there, anything I should be concerned with?"
Cory remembered how freely Janet talked about the lieutenant's marital problems, she wasn't about to give her more to talk about. "No, Janet, I'm sorry if I was snotty back there. It's nothing to worry about, honest."
"Okay," she replied.
It was a quiet ride to the doctor's office. Janet went inside with her and said she'd wait in the outer office. Dr. Wahlburg noticed Cory's demeanor immediately.
"You look upset. Are you starting to remember more?" she asked.
Cory was unconsciously wringer her hands as she sat down. Her mind was so preoccupied, she almost missed the doctor's question. "Uh, oh, no, no, ah... anything we talk about in here is secret, right, I mean, just between you and me, even if it has nothing to do with my memory, right?"
"Yes, that's right. What's bothering you?" She was watching Cory closely. The worried young woman was staring at the floor, biting her thumbnail. Wringing her hands, chewing on her nails, she hadn't done any of that in her prior visits. Whatever had her so stressed was bringing out some old habits from her past.
Cory took a deep breath before starting to speak. The, ah... the people I'm staying with are just fantastic. I mean, I was a complete stranger yet they offered me a place to stay, took me shopping, I don't pay for any food or rent... nothing. They've virtually given me a place to live at no charge until I can get things sorted out. I mean, how do you repay someone for something like that?"
Doctor Wahlburg knew there was more to it than just trying to figure out how to thank her friends. "Do you feel the need to thank them right now? Isn't that something that you can do overtime?"
Cory raised her head and looked at the doctor with tears in her eyes. "I just found out she's cheating on him," she said in a flat voice.
In all her years of practice to fall back on, for some reason that caught the doc completely off guard. A surprised, "Oh," escaped her lips.
"What am I supposed to do?" Cory pleaded. "If it wasn't for them, I'd be roaming the streets. Everything in me says as Morgan's friend it's my duty to tell him, but how do I ruin the life of the man who saved mine? And what about her, what about Brea? Don't I owe her, too?"
She was starting to cry harder. "Why, why would she do that to him? He is so kind, and he loves her to death. If I tell him, it'll kill him, doctor."
By this time, Cory's tears were starting to flow steadily. Doctor Wahlburg stood and walked over to a table in the corner of the room and poured a glass of water. "Here you go," she said as she offered it to Cory. Reaching over, the doc took a box of tissues from her desk and set them down next to her weeping patient.
It took Cory a few minutes to compose herself. "What do I do, doctor? You must come up against this kind of thing all the time in your work. Tell me what to do, please."
"I wish I could, Cory. I'm not a couples therapist, that's not my expertise, but as you said, it does come up. Unfortunately, I've never found a one size fits all approach. There're a million different reasons why people cheat on their spouses, and it's never just one thing. It's usually a dozen reasons that all converge into a perfect storm of emotions. Sometimes it takes years, other times it happens on a whim."
"I'm just so damn angry with her," Cory roared. "We were becoming such good friends, but now... how can I be her friend at all, anymore? Whether I tell him or not, how can I go on living there?" She shook her head. "As far as that's concerned, I still don't have anywhere else to stay, but it doesn't seem right to keep my mouth shut just so I can go on living there, either. Jesus," she cried, "what the hell do I do?"
Doctor Wahlburg didn't like to see anyone in that much emotional pain, but on the other hand, that kind of mental stress could very well assist with Cory regaining her memory. "Cory, I can't tell you what to do, but I can give you a couple things to think about. I know you've only known these people for a short time, but it sounds like you have two friends who are in trouble. If it were my friends, I'd get all the information I could and try to understand what was behind the problem. Every word spoken, every action taken by someone has a motive behind it. To understand the problem, you have to find the motives.
"The second thing I can tell you is, in my experience, the wronged spouse is usually more likely to forgive when the guilty person confesses rather than if they find out from someone else.
"That said, you have to do what you feel is right." The doctor gave Cory a couple of minutes to digest what she said and to wipe away some tears before she spoke again. "I'm sorry, but we really do need to talk about what happened yesterday. Try to relax and just tell me in your own words, what happened."
While Cory was explaining her flashback, lieutenant Ashwood and detective Nobles had taken their two suspects into different rooms for interrogation. The lieutenant was tall and lean, with an intimidating look about him, but Nobles was just the opposite. He was only about five-nine and overweight, with a forever smile across his face. That's why Brian found it so shocking when the smiling detective slammed his hand down on the table and gave him a menacing look.
"You guys are toast, you know that, right? We already have DNA samples from you and your buddy that matches the seamen you left in that poor girl you raped. We have you dead to rights. Tell me who the third guy is and where to find the gun and I'll talk to the DA about cutting you a deal."
"GUN! What gun? We didn't have any guns. Okay, yeah, we raped her, but if she was shot, it wasn't us, I swear," he exclaimed. "She was stumbling around on the side of the road when we saw her. She fell right in front of our car. We got out to see if she was okay, but she looked like she was almost dead."
"So, instead of calling an ambulance, you guys decided just to have a little fun," Nobles sneered.
Brian lowered his head in shame and tears started welling up in his eyes.
"If you were going to take her to the hospital, why not call for an ambulance when you were done?"
"I... I wanted to, but the others didn't want to take the chance. We dragged her back into the woods and left her there. There was so much blood and stuff, nobody thought she was going to live."
"So, what happened? How'd you wind up bringing her into the hospital?"
"I... I was feeling kind of sick. The guys dropped me off at the house. I... couldn't get over what we'd done. I drove back out there to see if she was still alive. When I got there she was still breathing, barely, but a little. I got her to my car and drove over to the hospital."
"Did the others know what you did?"
"No, Jesus, they'd have beaten the shit out of me if they'd known."
Noble's instincts told him the kid was telling the truth. He stopped the tape recorder and removed the tape before sliding a pad of paper and pen across the table. "Here, write down everything you told me, including the name of the third person who was with you, and Langford."
The detective left the room. The desk sergeant saw him walking his way. "Did you get a confession?"
"Yeah, but only to the rape. The kid says she was stumbling along the road and denies shooting her."
"Shit."
"Yeah, I know. That means there's still somebody out there who may want to finish the job. Where's the lieutenant?"
"He's back in his office. The other kid lawyered up real quick."
"Okay, thanks,"
The lieutenant had the same reaction as the sergeant when told what the kid said. "Shit! You really believe he's telling the truth? I just asked for a search warrant for Langford's apartment."
"I don't think you're going to find anything, but what the hell, let 'em toss the place," Nobles agreed.
"Yeah, did you get the name of the third guy?"
"I told him to include it in his statement. I'm sure he will. He's completely given it up. He has a conscience at least. He says if the other guys knew he took her to the hospital, they'd beat the shit out of him. I'm sure he saved the girl's life." He turned and started for the door. "I'll bring the kid's statement in for you to read as soon as he's done."
"Good work, John," praised the lieutenant.
The detective smiled and gave a little wave as he left the office.
As it turned out, Zach Kelsey, the kid's older brother, was the third rapist. Both boys still lived at home with their parents, who were distraught over the actions of their two sons and were cooperative when the police searched the house. They did find a twenty-two caliber handgun, but forensics determined the gun hadn't been fired in years.
All this time they had assumed the shooter and the rapists were the same, now they knew differently, and although the rapists were behind bars, the investigation was still on-going.
After her therapy session, Cory chose to go back to the hotel with Janet for another night, but went back to Morgan and Brea's apartment the next day, despite learning what had transpired at the police station. She thanked Janet for her help and protection as she exited the car, then took a deep breath before going inside and facing her other problem.
It was almost ten-thirty and Brea was still in her bathrobe. She also knew a showdown was imminent and spent the earlier part of the morning crying. She was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee when Cory came through the door. "I'm in here," she called out.
Cory first went to her room and tossed her bag on the bed. She had paid attention to what her therapist told her and had a plan... well, at least she had a thought regarding what to say. She walked over to the coffee pot and poured herself a cup before taking a seat on the opposite end of the kitchen table. For what seemed like a long time, the two women just stared at each other without saying a word. It was Brea who finally broke the silence. "You ran out of here before giving me a chance to explain."
"Brea, what is there to explain? I heard you on the phone."
"You heard one side of the conversation. I didn't cheat on Morg, not physically, anyway."
"Brea, you said you were drunk when you had sex with him in a motel room," cried Cory.
"No, I didn't. First, the sex was before Morg and I got together again, and I didn't say I was drunk, I said he drugged me. I can't prove it, but I know that's what he did." Cory didn't have a come-back for that, she just sat there and stared with a confused look on her face.
"Look, I know Morg likes to tell everyone we were high school sweethearts, which we were, but we never really did anything about it. After graduation, we just kind of wandered off from each other. He was so involved with his job at the paper and I went to city college for a while. We were both meeting new people. There was no real break up or anything, we just started communicating less and less. We didn't meet back up for a couple of years. That's when we really fell in love. I'd been with a couple of guys in between. Bob was one of them."
"So you and Morg didn't... I mean, I know it's none of my business, but I just figured you two were each other's first."
"No, in high school, Morg was just too shy. Shit, I even tried prodding him a few times, but he never took the hint. We'd get hot and heavy in the car, sometimes he'd put his hand up my shirt, but he never tried going all the way. I didn't want him to think I was a slut so I never pushed him. I didn't have sex until I started dating another guy four or five months after graduation. He was a few years older. I held off for three dates, but I knew he'd soon drop me if I didn't put out, so..."
"Was that Bob, then. He was your first?"
"No, to tell you the truth, I don't even remember that guy's name. I know everyone always says you never forget your first, but I did. Bob was the second guy I had sex with. He was a lot more aggressive. He had me in the sack on our first date. Sex with him was like a contact sport. We dated for several months, in fact, we were still dating when I ran into Morg again. For about a month, I dated both of them. By that time I was already rekindling strong feelings for Morg, so I told Bob I was breaking it off. That was the last I'd seen of him until a few months ago."
Cory was still confused. "Okay, well something happened. I know damn well I heard you say you weren't going to see him anymore. Something's going on between you two."
Brea's expression turned to one of guilt as she nodded her head and continued. "A few months ago, we ran into each other at the mall. It was right around lunchtime so we grabbed a bite at the food court. It had been almost four years since we'd seen each other, so we had a lot to talk about. He congratulated me when I told him I married Morg and told me he was still single.
"He had just moved back from California. He works for some computer company who sent him out there as a regional sales manager. He said his numbers were so high that they had him move back to their headquarters here in Chicago, and put him in charge of the training program. He gave me his card when we were done and said to call him sometime. He told me he'd pop for lunch at a nicer restaurant.
"At the time, I had no intention of calling him, but a month or so later, I was supposed to have lunch with a girlfriend. I was already nicely dressed and looking forward to it when she called at the last minute and had to cancel. I was really disappointed. I thought about Bob and wondered if he would be available on such short notice.
"Well, that lunch turned into a few more, then when Morg went on the night shift, the lunches turned into dinners. I knew I was crossing a line, but I honestly had no intention of sleeping with him."
Cory was shaking her head. "So, you were literally dating this guy while poor Morg was working. Brea, I would think you'd know better than to go out with some guy who was capable of drugging you for sex."
"Cory, I obviously had no idea he had anything like that in mind. The last time we had dinner was a couple weeks before you moved in. He wanted to go dancing. I was apprehensive but finally said okay. I told him I only had an hour, though, before I had to get home.
"I honestly don't know how we got from the club to the motel, but the next thing I knew, Bob had his arm around me and we were walking down the hall to a room.
"I know I had to be drugged because I was horny as hell. My brain was telling me to stop, but my body couldn't wait to have him inside of me. Luckily, some guy came into the room and stopped what was going on before it went too far. I still have no idea who it was. I assume he worked for the hotel. He probably noticed me in the lobby, saw that I wasn't in control of my faculties, and got suspicious. Anyway, he got me out of there, put me in a cab and sent me home."
Cory was somewhat relieved, at least it wasn't as bad as she thought. "So you haven't seen him since the motel incident... honest?"
"Honest."
"Okay, good, then listen, I talked to Dr. Wahlburg about it. I figured she's a pretty smart lady and she's probably helped others in the same situation. She says you stand a much better chance at saving your marriage if you confess and show genuine remorse. She said it'll be much harder if he finds out from someone else."
"Cory, I can't."
"Yes you can, I'll help you. I'll be right there when you tell him and I'll fight by your side to help you save your marriage. Brea, I owe both of you more than I will ever be able to pay back. I sure as hell don't want to ruin your marriage, but trying to keep a secret like this is going fester into problems that will eventually destroy your relationship, I'm telling you."
Brea had had those very same thoughts, but she saw no way she could confess. Even though she didn't have sex with him, she knew that Morg would consider her dates with Bob, cheating. It would be a death sentence for her marriage. God, she chastised herself, how could I have been so stupid? Her brain was a muddled mess of mindless torment. She could taste the salty moisture of her anguish as it ran down her cheeks and into the corners of her lips. "I... I need a little time," she pleaded.
"Brea, please don't wait too long. You don't think this Bob will tell Morg to get back at you for ending it, do you?"
"No, shit, he doesn't care about me enough to want revenge; besides, he'd probably be scared that Morg would come after him."
"Then when you're ready, let's you and I sit down and figure out the best way to approach you telling him. If you want, I'll talk to Doctor Wahlburg again. Maybe she'll be able to advise us. In the meantime, you should see what's online."
"Yeah, that's a good idea. Thank you." Brea spoke with real gratitude.
That night, when Morg came home, he thought he detected a little tension in the air, but when he asked if everything was all right, both ladies told him yes. He'd heard about the arrest of the three rapists and thought maybe he was misinterpreting the atmosphere. It was most likely relief.
That night, Cory dreamed that she was being pulled out of a car. She heard the door slam and tires squealing as it took off. She felt cold, alone, and scared. That's when she realized she was still awake. "I remember," she whispered to herself. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and sat up. She put her head in her hands and tried desperately to remember more.
Her eyes clenched tightly as she concentrated. Screaming, she could hear a woman screaming, but it wasn't her. It sounded like the screaming was coming from over her head. She could feel her heart pounding, she was crying. It was her mother, she was in trouble.
"No, no," she said out loud as the memories started to fade. She anxiously reached for the journal on the bedside table and started to quickly scribble everything down while the memories were still clear in her head.
When she was done, she sat there and cried as quietly as she could. What happened? What happened to her mother? Who pulled her out of the car? Not knowing was worse than having no memory at all. She lay back down and eventually cried herself to sleep.
The first thing she did after waking up the next morning was to check her journal to make sure she wasn't dreaming. It was all there, the screaming, the crying, feeling afraid and lonely as someone pulling her from a car and closing the door on her. She was beginning to wonder if she really wanted her memory back; so far, they'd all been of terrible experiences.
The smell of coffee was enticing her to join Brea in the kitchen. She loosely donned her robe and stumbled toward the awaiting magic elixir. "Oh," she screamed and turned her back to wrap the terry cloth garment tighter around her body and cinch it close. "I'm sorry, Morg. I didn't realize you were home. You're usually at work by now."
Smiling from the brief glimpse of frontal nudity, he responded. "Today's Saturday. I'm off today and tomorrow. Monday I start on nights."



His schedule was confusing. She didn't even try to figure it out. Cory could feel herself blushing from the unintended flashing. "Where's Brea?" she asked, on her way to the coffee pot.
"Getting dressed, she'll be right out."
Cory took her cup and sat down. "I... I'm starting to remember a little more."
Morgan's eyes widened. "That's great."
"Yeah, I'm not so sure. I think something might have happened to my mother when I was small. I also remember somebody pulling me out of a car, but that seems like it's much more recent."
At that point, Brea walked in. "Honey, Cory is starting to remember things," he told her.
She glanced at her friend as she poured herself a cup of java. "Really?"
"Yeah, but so far everything I remember is pretty upsetting. They're just quick flashbacks. I can't even put them in any kind of context. At first, I thought I was dreaming last night. I was kind of in that state of limbo, you know, like just before you fall asleep. I could hear a woman scream. That's when I realized I was still awake. I'm pretty sure it was my mother. I think somebody was beating her up."
"Oh my God, Cory, that's horrible," Brea responded.
"Yeah, I sure hope my whole life isn't like that, one tragedy after another. I was warned about that, but I didn't really think about it, but now..."
Cory let her thoughts just kind of die in mid-sentence just as the doorbell rang. Morg and Brea looked at each other. It was barely eight-thirty on a Saturday morning, who the hell could be at their door. "I'll get it," Brea volunteered.
"Make sure you look through the peephole first. Don't open it if it's nobody we know." Morg was still being cautious, just in case. He and Cory heard Brea open the door and the murmur of voices. A few moments later she returned with a tall, lean gentleman behind her. Cory was sitting with her back to them.
"Lieutenant," Morg greeted him with a surprised voice.
He first looked at Morgan, then watched as Cory instinctively pulled her robe tighter. "Please, off duty I'm Jerrod. Lieutenant is saved for the squad room."
"Jerrod," Morgan corrected his salutation, "can we get you a cup of coffee?"
"If it's no trouble," he replied.
Morgan scooted his chair over to make room while Brea poured him a cup and set it down in front of him before taking a seat herself.
"So, Jerrod, what brings you out on a Saturday morning. Anything new in the case?" Morg asked.
"Not really, that's why I came over, to see if you've remembered anything more." He was facing Cory with a big smile.
Cory told him she was starting to remember bits and pieces but nothing that would help in the investigation. As they talked, Cory got the feeling that he was clumsily trying to flirt with her a little. She felt self-conscious, dressed only in her robe. With everything happening, she hadn't had an erotic or sexual thought since waking up in the hospital.
She was starting to notice the chiseled features of his face, the high cheekbones, squared chin. He wasn't male model material, but he wasn't bad looking in a rugged kind of way. Cory found herself subtly flirting back. She remembered what Janet had told her about him going through a bad divorce.
He only stayed half an hour, but in that time the real reason for the good lieutenant's visit became apparent to everyone, he wanted to see Cory again. Brea showed him out then returned to the kitchen.
"Well, it would appear that Cory has a big strong policeman sweet on her," Brea joked.
Cory blushed. "It wasn't just my imagination then? I thought he was coming on to me a little bit, but I wasn't really sure," she replied with a very slight smile. "He seems like a nice guy, but I can't even think of being in any kind of relationship until I find out who I am. Hell, I might even have a husband... kids, maybe," she said as an afterthought. "Besides, he just went through a bad divorce."
Both Brea and Morg were shocked at her last statement. "How do you know that?" Brea questioned.
"Janet, that female cop I stayed with; she was a fountain of information. I think I know more about what goes on in that station and who's sleeping with who than the lieutenant does," she joked.
"Damn," cursed Morg.
"What?" his wife asked.
"Well, I was thinking we should all go out and do something today. You ladies have been cooped up in the apartment for too long. I thought we could go down to the lake or maybe the zoo, or one of the museums, or something. I should have asked Jerrod if he'd like to go with us, but I didn't think of it. Now he's gone and I don't have his personal number."
"I do," volunteered Cory. She saw the looks she was getting. "Well, he gave it to me the other night when I went to the hotel. He said in case of an emergency I should call him."
"This sounds like an emergency to me," laughed Brea.
The call was made and Jerrod jumped at the chance. Navy Pier was their first stop. She wasn't quite sure just how he did it, but Jerrod talked Cory into going on the Ferris Wheel, with one stipulation, Morg and Brea had to go, too. Since it was his idea, Jerrod insisted on paying for all of them.
Once they were back on terra firma, they grabbed lunch while listening to the waves of Lake Michigan lapping against the pier. From there they walked the two miles along the lakefront to the Field Museum. The sun was going down by the time they returned to the apartment. All four were beat and knew they'd have no trouble getting to sleep that night. They all poured out of Morgan's car as soon as he turned the engine off.
"What a fun day," Cory said, with a big smile. "I can't remember when I've had a better time."
The others looked at her, not quite knowing what to say. It was Brea who got the joke first and laughed. Morg and Jerrod followed suit.
On the way home, everyone convinced Jerrod to stay for pizza. It was almost ten when he left. Cory walked him out to the parking lot. Once they were alone, Jerrod took the opportunity to say what he'd wanted to say all day.
"Cory, I... ah, I know this is a bad time for you, but, ah, well, I guess what I'm trying to say is, I'd like to see more of you. I wonder if you'd go out to dinner with me sometime?"
He hadn't been very subtle with the signals he'd been sending all day, so it didn't come as any shock. She liked him, too, but there was one thing bothering her. "Jerrod, do you think you're ready to start dating so soon after your divorce?"
Now he was shocked. Hell, she knew more about his life than her own. His brain went into hyper-drive trying to figure out... then he realized, "Janet, the worst blabbermouth in the eighteenth squad," he said with a smile.
"Oh, I hope I didn't get her in trouble."
"No, not really. Everyone knows about Janet's flappy gums. To tell the truth, I wasnt sure myself until today. I really enjoyed your company, Cory. I'm ready."
She smiled. "In that case, I'd love to go to dinner with you sometime."
They, both had broad smiles across their face as they parted.
Later in the week, Cory told her therapist about the flashbacks.
"Do you know what may have triggered it?" the doctor asked. Cory was trying to remember, but the doctor already had a good idea. "Last time you were here, Cory, you told me about your friend cheating on her husband. Could that have been a factor?"
"You're right, I was talking with Brea earlier that day about it. I told her what you said about confessing."
Dr. Wahlburg was nodding her head. The catalyst for Cory's recall was becoming clear. "It's evident that you've had a lot of stress in your life, Cory. It's most likely the reason for your memory loss, and I'm afraid it's going be the stimulus for you regaining it."
Not really the words of encouragement Cory was looking for. Between knowing she'd been raped by 3 men, not knowing if someone was out there looking to kill her, and her friend's infidelity, more stress was the last thing she wanted. Still, if it helped her get her memory back, she would do whatever it took.
Toward the end of her session, Cory couldn't resist telling the doc about her tall policeman.
"Are you talking about Lieutenant Ashwood?"
"Yes, you know him?"
"Of course. He works with my brother in law, Jerry Wilson, remember? Jerry's the one who hounded me day and night until I agreed to take your case."
"That's right, I'm sorry, I never thanked him. I really should send him a nice thank you card."
"He's asked how you're doing a couple of times. It seems you're somewhat of a celebrity at the station house."
"Me?"
"Yeah, according to Jerry, anyway. It's nice to see Jerrod is getting out there already. I know the people he works with are all rooting for him to get out and start enjoying life again. He's a nice man with a head on his shoulders. Everyone knows it won't be long before he's made commander and given his own district."
"I, ah... there's no problem then, I mean... no reason why I shouldn't date him?"
"None that I can see," the doctor responded.
It had been a good session and Cory was grinning from ear to ear as she walked out into the waiting room. Brea joined her as they scheduled another appointment with the secretary for the following week. On the way home, they stopped off so Cory could buy a thank you card for. A little later, Brea was making dinner while Cory sat at the kitchen table, writing a nice thank you note to Jerry Wilson.
That was about the same time that mob boss, Vito Generssi was summoning his enforcer. "The feds found Johnny's body."
Tony's jaw about hit the floor. "No way, Jesus, we dug all night to make sure he was deep enough in the ground that nobody would ever find him."
"Yeah, well somebody did, and I've got more bad news for you. Remember the broad in the hospital? Well, word is she was found stumbling around not more than a mile from where you whacked him. I knew the timing was more than a coincidence, but you were so damn sure you nailed her; you never miss, isn't that what you told me? Still think you never miss," he angrily challenged.
"Okay, okay, like I said, she came out of nowhere. She caught me by surprise, but I'm telling you, boss, she was too far away to recognize anybody."
"So you keep telling me."
"Besides, isn't she the one who can't remember anything?"
"Yeah, well I'm not taking any chances. I want that broad eliminated. You think you can handle that?"
Tony hung his head. "Yes, of course."
"Good, she's staying with some newspaper reporter or photographer or something. Find her, and, Tony, don't screw up again."
The reprimanded hitman knew exactly what his boss was implying... if he screwed up this time, he'd be the next one pushing up daisies. "I'll take care of it, Vito."
If the tip about the newspaper was legit, Tony would find her in no time. The mob had eyes and ears all over the city, including the police department and the newspapers.
A couple of nights later, Brea was sitting on the couch watching a late-night talk show when Morgan came home from working the night shift. She knew immediately something was wrong. He didn't greet her with his usual kiss; in fact, he didn't greet her at all. Instead, without a word, he went directly into the kitchen and got himself a beer from the fridge.
Cory and Jerrod were just coming back from a date. They were in the parking lot, talking when Morgan pulled in. Jerrod was busy looking into Cory's eyes, but she was watching Morg.
"Something's wrong," Cory said.
"Why? What do you mean?"
She could tell Morgan was angry by the way he flung the car door open and got out. "I'm not sure," she replied, "but I hope it's not what I think I it is. I'd better get in there."
"You want me to go in with you?"
"No, no," she planted a quick kiss on Jerrod's lips, "I'll be fine," she said, and before he could get out and open her door, Cory was already striding quickly across the lot, towards the apartment. Not knowing what was going on, Jerrod wasn't about to leave until he was sure everything was all right. He turned the radio on and sat back to wait.
When Morg hadn't returned to the living room, Brea went looking for him. She found him sitting at the kitchen table with his beer. He looked like he was having trouble breathing. His eyes were glassy as if he'd been crying and she could feel the tension from across the room. Brea tentatively took the chair on the opposite side. "What's the matter, honey?"
Morg was slumped over to one side, staring at the beer he was twirling in fingers. "Remember Stan McCarthy? We went to his Fourth of July party a couple of years ago. He was a sergeant on the force."
"Vaguely," she replied. "I remember going to the party, but almost everyone there was a cop. I... I don't really remember one from another."
"Well, he remembers you. Several times during that party he told me what a lucky guy I was."
Morg was talking in a monotone voice that was starting to scare Brea. He obviously wasn't himself. She was getting anxious. "Honey, what's wrong? Did something happen to him?"
Not answering her directly, Morg continued with his flat toned oratory. "He's been going to night school, trying to work his way up to detective. When he got his certificates, Chicago had no room for him in their detective bureau so he got a job with the Des Plaines force."
Suddenly the hair stood up on the back of Brea's neck. Des Plaines was where she rendezvoused with Bob.
Morg resumed. "A while ago, he was at the Cherry Lane Motel on Oakton, investigating a robbery they'd had there and who do you suppose he saw walk in with some guy?"
No, no, this can't be happening, she told herself. There was no longer any doubt, the Cherry Lane Motel was where Bob had taken her. Through moisture ladened eyes, she could now see the anger in her husband's face.
"Stan was at the counter when a Robert Castens registered and got room number one twenty-two. He said the guy put his arm around your waist and helped you to the room. He talked the clerk into giving him a key-card by explaining that adultery is a crime in Illinois and threatened to charge the guy as an accomplice.
"Stan told me you were already down to your panties by the time he walked in. He found you lying on the bed with you're your arms around Castens neck while he was sucking on your tits. He said you appeared to either be high or drunk, he couldn't tell which. Not knowing the situation, Stan said he helped you get dressed and put you in a cab. By the time he got back to the room, that Castens guy had taken off."
His voice was getting louder. "Jesus Christ, Brea, I know half the cops in Chicago and a bunch more in the suburbs. Did you REALLY think you could get away with cheating on me, or was it that you just didn't care if you caught?"
Brea wanted to answer him but by then she had her head in her hands and was crying too hard to say anything.
"Morg, she's pretty sure that guy drugged her. She was going to tell you herself."
Not wanting to look at his wife, Morgan had been staring so intently at his beer that he hadn't noticed Cory standing in the doorway. Not only did the chorus of a third voice shock him, but so did her words. "You knew?" he asked with an angry voice.
"Only for a little while," she explained. "She's been trying to find a way to confess, but she's been terrified. It's not what you think though, Morg. You have to hear her side of it."
This was just too much for Morgan. He had known about Brea's infidelity for few hours, but now to find out Cory knew about it and hadn't said anything after everything he'd done for her, was just too fucking much!
Without another word, he stood and headed for the front door. "Morg, WAIT!" Cory yelled and tried to grab him as he passed her. "Where are you going?"
Jerrod was still watching from his car when he saw Morgan almost rip the apartment door off its hinges on the way out. The lieutenant was already getting out of the car as his angry young friend sped out of the parking lot as if the devil was on his tail. He saw Cory come running out in distress.
"What the hell is going on?" he demanded.
Cory ran into his arms. "Oh, Jerrod, you have to stop him. Brea got caught in a motel room with another guy and I think Morg knows where the guy lives. I'm afraid he might go after him."
Jerrod had seen way too many situations like that in his career. Most of them did not end well. He pulled his phone out and speed-dialed the station.
"Chicago Police Department, eighteenth district."
"Sal, this is Lieutenant Ashwood. I need an APB on Morgan Johnson. He's driving a white Ford Escape with a press I.D. in the rear window, last seen at Waveland and Bosworth about five minutes ago. Just stop him and call me. Again, just stop him and call me. Do not, I repeat, do not use force. He may be heading into trouble and I just want to talk to him. Copy?"
"Got it, Lieutenant. I'll send it out right now."
He disconnected the call and asked Cory if she knew where the other guy lived. She said no, but Brea probably knew. They both went inside and found Brea still sitting in the kitchen, looking petrified.
Her eyes were all puffy and they could see the streaks of tears staining her cheeks. "Did you stop him?"
"No, he took off. Do you know where Bob lives?"
You could see her expression change as Brea just realized the implication of Cory's question. "You don't think he's gone after Bob, do you. Oh, my God, we've got to stop him."
"Brea, that's what we're trying to do," Jerrod interjected. "Where does he live?"
"I... I don't know. He works in Des Plaines, but I don't know where he lives, somewhere in the city, I think."
"What's his name?"
"Bob Castens."
"Great, there's probably fifty of them in Chicago," commented an exasperated Jerrod. "Let's hope Morg's spotted by a patrol car before he does anything stupid."
Cory looked at him with pleading eyes. "Jerrod, can you stay for a while?"
"Yeah, I'm not going anywhere."
"Thank you," she said as she reached up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. "It looks like it might be a long night. How about if I make a pot of coffee?"
"Sounds good," affirmed the lieutenant.
Fifteen minutes later, Jerrod had just taken a sip of coffee when his phone rang. He grabbed it immediately. "Yes?"
"They've got him pulled over on Irving Park, Lieutenant. He's sitting in the front seat of the squad. You want me to patch you through?"
"Yeah, Sal, that'd be great."
"What the hell's going on, Jerrod? You put an APB out on me? What the fuck did I do?"
"Calm down, Morg. You haven't done anything, I hope. Where're you going?"
"What business is that of yours?"
"Well, if you're on your way over to Bob's house, it'll be my business soon enough."
Jesus, Morg thought to himself, does the whole fucking world know about Brea and this guy? "So, what am I supposed to do, Jerrod, just roll over and play dead? What the hell would you do?"
"Come on home. We'll talk things over. Maybe it's not as bad as you think."
"I'm not going back there, not right now."
Jerrod sighed in frustration. "Well, if you go beat the crap out of that guy, I'll put you in cuffs myself. I went through the same thing myself last year. I know exactly what you're thinking, but that's not the way. I mean it, Morg, stay away from him."
This time it was Morgan who let out a sigh. "Yeah, okay, fine, but I'm not going back there. I'll get a motel room someplace."
"Promise?"
"Yeah, I promise."
"Okay, give the radio back to the officer."
Jerrod thanked the cop for spotting Morg, before signing off, then called the station and canceled the APB. There wasn't anything more he could do.
"Is he okay?" both women asked as he disconnected.
"I think so. He said he's going to spend the night in a motel." The lieutenant looked at his watch and saw it was well after midnight. "I'd better get going," he said. "I have to be at the station at six. Will you girls be all right?"



"Yeah, we'll probably be up most the night, crying," Cory replied.
"Well, don't hesitate to call if there's a problem."
"We won't. Thanks again for your help, Jerrod." Cory put her arms around his neck and kissed him goodbye before walking him to the door.
When she returned to the living room, Brea had tucked her feet up under her butt and her whole body was rocking back and forth. "What am I going to do, Cory? What am I going to do? I've lost him, I know it. He'll never forgive me, I know him."
Cory was using all the self-control she could muster. What she really wanted to do was slap the shit out of her friend before screaming at her, and telling her what a fool she was, but she couldn't do it.
Despite Brea doing something so stupid, Cory wasn't about to desert her. She put her arm around her weeping friend and pulled their bodies together. "Give him some time, honey. Right now he's in no mood for listening to anything we say. We need to give him a little time to lose some of that anger."
It was going to take a while for Morgan to lose his anger. He finally found a motel that wasn't too expensive and got a room for the night. There was a bar across the street. He contemplated the short walk but decided it was more important to keep a clear head than try to drink his troubles away. Hell, they'd still be there in the morning and he'd have a hangover on top of it.
Morg sat on the edge of the bed and looked around the empty room. It wasn't the first time he'd been alone, but it was the first time he felt lonely. Whereever he went, whatever he did, he always felt her inside of him. She was like a light that illuminated his soul and neither the separation of time nor miles could make the light shine any less brightly... until then. As he sat there, he felt empty inside, saw only darkness and suffered with thoughts of betrayal.
Moisture was building in his eyes and his vision was getting blurry. He took a deep breath and pushed his grief aside. He couldn't remember the last time he'd cried and he wasn't going to allow the self-indulgence of feeling sorry for himself. He went into the bathroom and washed the tears away.
When he returned, Morg stretched out on the bed and laced his fingers behind his head. His brain was tormented by a dozen questions, but one kept coming back over and over again; was this Bob character the only one, or were there more?
He felt like such a sucker, such a loser. While he was at work, trying to build a future for the two of them, his wife was out catting around with other men. He kept chastising himself. How could he have been so naïve, so downright stupid? On top of that, Cory evidently knew and never said anything.
The more he tried to calm himself, the more his thoughts turned to the swine she was sleeping with...Robert Castens. All he had was the name. He thought about Jerrod issuing the APB and actually found it a little amusing. 'He thought I knew where the prick lived,' he remembered. 'I wish I did. There's got to be a way to find out, but how?' He laughed at the irony, in today's world, privacy is almost non-existent, yet it's harder to find someone's address than it was in the days of land lines and telephone books.
He stared up at the plain white ceiling while his brain ran through the possibilities. He knew it was a long shot, but the only thing he could think of was the motel where asshole had taken Brea. 'Maybe he works around there or somebody knows him,' he thought.
He took a couple of deep breaths and decided to try and get some sleep. He was physically tired and emotionally exhausted. He'd be able to think better in the morning.
The light of a new day could barely break through the dark curtain hanging over the following dawn. Cory and Brea had fallen asleep on the couch and woke up with stiff necks and heavy hearts.
Morgan had drifted in and out of consciousness several times through the night but finally gave up on trying for any real sleep when he saw light coming through the drapes.
Even Jerrod had a restless night. He had gotten to know Morgan better while dating Cory, and what he knew, he liked. He had seen it too many times; guys who were the real victims wind up losing their jobs and even spending time in county for doing something stupid. He didn't want to see it happen to Jerrod.
On the way to his office, Jerrod spotted Charlie Watt, the officer who was standing guard outside Cory's hospital room. He remembered Charlie talking about Morg. "Hey, Charlie, can I see you in my office a minute?"
"Sure thing, Lieutenant, what's up," he asked as he followed his boss.
"Charlie, how well do you know Morg Johnson?"
"Ah, pretty well, I guess. My wife and I have gone to a few shows and things with him and Brea, and we play golf together sometimes, why?"
"Is he the kind of guy to seek revenge against someone who did him wrong?"
Charlie's mouth dropped open. "What'd you do, boss?"
"Not me, you idiot," he said, somewhat jokingly, "just anyone who crossed him."
Now he had Charlie worried. "I don't know. I know he doesn't back down. He went with us when we raided that whorehouse last year. One of the johns threatened him, said he'd ram the camera up Morg's ass if he took a picture. Before I could even say anything, Morg pinned the guy against the wall and snarled something to him. I didn't hear what he said, but it looked like he put the fear of God into that guy. When Morg let him go, he took half a dozen shots of him, and no more was said. I don't know about revenge, but I wouldn't want to be on his bad side."
That really wasn't what Jerrod was hoping to hear. "Okay, thanks, Charlie."
"What's going on, Lieutenant? Is he in trouble?"
"I can't really say, Charlie, but you might want to reach out to him after your shift, today."
Brea and Cory sat at the kitchen table with their coffees, discussing what to do. They didn't want to crowd him, but neither did they want to give him the idea they didn't care. They decided to send him several texts throughout the day. Brea sent the first one a little after eight a.m.
Please believe me when I tell you I never had sex with Bob nor did I intend to. I do admit, some of the things we did would not have passed the husband test, and for that, I am deeply, deeply sorry.
Cory sent the next one a couple hours later. It was short and to the point.
I owe you so much. I'm sorry I didn't tell you, but I just didn't have it in me to hurt you like that.
Morg was at a Denny's restaurant having breakfast when the first text came in. He looked at it, but the words meant nothing to him. He was too busy trying to figure out how he would get Casten's address if things didn't pan out at the motel.
Throughout the day, he'd heard his phone buzz with a few more text messages but he hadn't checked them. He had other things on his mind. He was headed into work when his phone rang. He glanced at the screen and saw it was Charlie. After answering, Charlie asked him out for a beer but was disappointed when Morg told him he was on the night shift for the rest of the week. Reluctantly, Charlie said goodbye without learning what was so concerning to Jerrod.
As soon as Morgan walked into the newsroom he grabbed his assignments and went through them. He made one phone call and got one of them moved up half an hour. That gave him a big enough window between jobs to get over to the Cherry Lane Motel and ask some questions.
He got there a little after seven. The lobby was empty when he walked in and there was only one young man behind the desk. Morg put on his biggest, friendliest smile and approached. "Hi," he greeted.
The young man matched his smile. "Yes, sir, how can I help you?"
"I was just wondering if you were working this shift last month when you had that robbery?"
"Are you a detective? Did you catch him?"
For a second, Morg thought of lying but changed his mind. "No, just a concerned citizen," he answered.
"Oh?" The smile slipped from the young man's face. "I know it wasn't your stuff that was stolen, so what concern is it of yours?"
From the guy's answers so far, Morg was convinced he had the right person. He was going to level with him. "There was another incident that night. A guy came in with a woman who was probably drunk and got a room while the detective was standing here, remember?"
He did remember, but he wasn't going to admit to anything and he didn't like being interrogated. "Look," he said a little unkindly, "if you'd like to rent a room, I'd be happy to help you; otherwise, I have work to do."
"The woman is my wife," Morgan exclaimed, "and I think that guy drugged her."
That seemed to change the clerk's attitude. "Oh," he said with what sounded like empathy. "Look, nothing happened. I gave that detective a key-card to the room and he took her out of there and put her in a cab. They didn't have time to do anything together.
"I can't give you the surveillance tapes. I already gave them to the detective because of the robbery that night."
Shit. Morgan cussed himself out under his breath. Surveillance tapes, he'd never even thought of that. "Okay, I've already got the guy's name, but I'd really like to track him down. By any chance do you know if he works around here, or have any idea how I can find out where he lives?" Morgan's hopes went up when he saw how the young man looked at him.
"What are you going to do? You're not going to kill him or anything, are you?"
"No, I'm not going to kill him. I just want to know if he drugged her and if it was the only time."
That sounded reasonable to the clerk. "The guy's been in here several times, mostly with a pretty blond, but I've seen him with a few others as well. I don't know where he works, but he has a vanity plate on his car. He drives a silver Hyundai with 'castcar' on the license."
The smile on Morg's face suddenly stretched from ear to ear. He started to pull a twenty out of his wallet.
"Uh, sir, I can't take that. You're on candid camera," the young man said with a slight nod of his head toward a camera in the corner. "If the manager saw me take the money he'd wonder why, and I'd rather keep this conversation between the two of us."
"Okay, here," Morg replied. "If they see me give you a business card, they'll just think I'm a salesman. Do you by any chance have any older relatives with a birthday coming up?"
"Ah, well, I've got a grandmother who's going to be seventy-five this year. I don't know exactly when though."
"Well, when you find out, give me a call at this number and I'll make sure she gets her picture in the paper on her birthday."
The clerk picked the business card up from the counter and saw he was a photographer with The Tribute. "Really? Hey thanks, she'll love that."
Morgan had a new spring in his step as he walked back to his car. His first thought was to ask Charlie to run the plate for him but then had second thoughts. Rarely did Charlie ever call him to go out for beers after work. He had a wife and kids and loved spending his spare time at home with his family. Morg wasn't stupid. He figured Jerrod blabbed about his problem so Charlie would be reluctant to give him any info. That was okay. He knew a ton of other cops all over the city. He'd find one to run the plate for him.
That night, as he was finishing up at the paper, Morg decided to go home. Even at sixty-five dollars a night, he couldn't afford to live at the motel. Brea's heart started to pound as she saw him walk through the door. He still had on the same clothes from the night before, which made her wonder if he was staying or just grabbing a wardrobe change.
She stood, frozen with fear until she saw him put his photography bag away. That was a good indication he was going to spend the night, anyway.
"Where's Cory?" he asked as he passed her on the way to the fridge for beer.
She almost didn't recognize his voice. It sounded flat and uncaring. Maybe it was just her guilt that perceived it that way. "Ah, she's out with Jerrod."
"Huh, I would have thought she'd stay home and keep you company," he commented, snidely.
"She offered, but I was hoping you'd come home and I thought maybe we could sit down and talk. I... I know I..."
"I'm not in the mood to talk yet, Brea. I don't know if I'm more hurt or angry right now, but I'm certainly not ready to discuss anything." He walked over and plopped down in a kitchen chair, took a sip of Miller's, and set the bottle on the table. "I just don't get it. I thought we were so happy. I thought you felt the same way I did, that you loved me like I loved you."
"I do love you, Morg. Please believe me, I never had any intention of having sex with him, not really."
"Not really? What does that mean, not really? What--you were playing some kind of game or something, catch me if you can?"
"No, no, I..."
Morg raised his hand and shook his head. "Forget it. I'm sorry I brought it up. I really don't want to talk about it right now."
Just then they heard the door open. Both Jerrod and Cory saw Morg's car in the lot so Jerrod decided to come in and just make sure things were okay. Morgan didn't feel very sociable.
"There he is, public enemy number one," joked Jerrod, trying to lighten the mood.
"Yeah, ha, ha," Morgan sneered. "Whatever gave you the idea I knew where this asshole lives?"
"Don't you?"
"No, of course not. How would I?"
"Well, you know a lot of people, Morg, a lot of cops and people in high places; it's not unreasonable to think you might have gotten his address somehow."
"Yeah, well I didn't."
"Where were you going then?"
"Anywhere but here," he emphatically responded.
Everyone could see Morg was still in no mood to talk to anybody. Jerrod bent over and kissed Cory. "I'd better get going," he said.
"Yeah, I have an appointment with Dr. Wahlburg tomorrow, so I'd better get some sleep as well," Cory replied.
They both walked to the front door where they said their goodbyes a little more passionately. On the way to her bedroom, Cory called out, "Good night."
Brea was the only one who returned her adieu. Both she and Morgan sat at the table, neither knowing what to say to the other. Brea finally broke the silence.
"Are you coming to bed?"
"I'll sleep on the couch," Morg replied.
Brea felt hurt but wasn't surprised. She made a regretful sigh. "If you change your mind or find you're getting a stiff neck, you're more than welcome to join me, although I hope you already know that. Good night, Morg. I love you," she said as she got up and headed into the bedroom.
Morgan sat, sipping his now, lukewarm beer. He was more concerned with tracking down her lover. Originally, he was just wanted to deck the SOB, but he decided he'd rather ask the prick some questions that he'd later be able to ask Brea and see if their answers matched... then deck the SOB!
With Jerrod at the eighteenth district, he knew he couldn't go there to run the license plate, but he knew as many cops in the first district and he was sure he'd find one who would be accommodating. He had to make up a story as to why he wanted the information. He hated lying to anyone, but especially a cop. He had a good rapport with them and didn't like jeopardizing it.
It felt strange when he lay down on the couch. He really hated the situation he was in. He'd have given anything just to have things back the way they were.
The next morning, Brea was still tired as she sat up in bed. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying most of the night. The first thing she did as she walked to the kitchen was look over at the couch. He was gone. She assumed he'd be in the kitchen, but found only Cory making a fresh pot of coffee.
"Where's Morg?"
Cory turned her head and almost gasped at the sad-looking sight in the doorway. "I don't know. He was gone when I got up."
"Shit, I was hoping he'd at least stick around and have breakfast with us. What time is your appointment with the doctor?"
"Ten-thirty," Cory replied.
Morgan was already walking into the first district police headquarters, looking for a likely candidate. He saw Bill Taylor. "Hey, Bill."
"Morgan, how are you?"
"Doing good, thanks. Hey, do you think you could do me a favor?"
"If I can, what do you need?"
"Could you run this plate for me?" he asked while holding out a small piece of paper.
"Morg, we're not supposed to run plates for civilians, you know that."
"Yeah, I know, but this guy hit my wife's car yesterday. Our neighbor saw it and wrote down the plate for me. I'd really appreciate it."
"Just turn it into your insurance company, Morg. They'll take care of it."
Morgan hadn't expected that response, but he was a quick thinker. "Yeah, I know, but I thought I'd give the guy a chance to take care of it without going through the insurance companies. It's not that bad. It'll probably take a couple hundred bucks to fix. If it was me, I'd rather pay it out of my own pocket than go through my insurance."
"The guy hits your car, doesn't leave a note, and you still want to give him a break? You're a nicer guy than I am, Morg. Okay," he said, taking the paper from Morg's hand, "give me a minute." He walked over to one of the computers along the wall and logged in. He was back in just a few minutes and gave the paper back to Morgan. "Here you go."
"Thanks, Bill, I owe you one.
"You mean that? My wife and I just had a baby. I'd love a nice family photo."
"You got it, my friend." Morgan removed another business card from his wallet and handed it to the uniformed officer. "Call me and we'll get it scheduled."
The address was in Rosemont, normally a thirty-five-minute drive, but it was rush hour, he figured at least an hour. He looked at his watch. It was almost eight. Chances were the guy would be at work by the time he got there. The next day was Saturday, he was off. Tomorrow it is, he told himself.
Later that morning, Brea took a seat in the small waiting room of Dr. Walhlburg's office while her friend went in for her weekly session. As Cory took her seat, the doctor could immediately see something was wrong and asked about it. Cory told the doctor about Morg's discovery and how the situation had deteriorated. Dr. Wahlburg was sympathetic but had a more important agenda.
"I'm sorry to hear that," she told Cory. "You think they'd both be open to marriage counseling?"
"Would you?" Cory excitedly asked.
"No, not me. As I said before, it's not my area of expertise. I can, however, recommend some excellent therapists who specialize in that field. I'll be more than happy to give you a couple of names before you leave here today.
"However, this is your time, and I want to concentrate on getting you well, so I want you to sit back, close your eyes, and forget about your friend's problems for now. I want you to clear your mind."
It was easier said than done, but Cory did her best. After a couple minutes of silence, she felt relaxed. The doctor must have sensed it because only then did she speak.
"Cory, does the name Houston mean anything to you?"
She opened her eyes as she started to answer. "Well, I know it's in Tex... as," she said, drawing out the name of the state. She realized there was something familiar in the name as she was speaking. "Texas," she thought out loud, "for some reason," she hesitated for a moment, "I... I can hear kids... like on a playground... they're calling me that, they're calling me Texas. Am... am I from Texas? That doesn't seem right though. No, wait! Houston, that... that's me... that's my name, Corrine Houston," she almost shouted with excitement. Texas was my nickname in school." She looked up at her therapist in astonishment. She remembered!
"How did you know?" she asked the grinning doctor.
"Your name is Corrine Houston, you live in Stockton, Illinois, and you're twenty-six years old."



"YES, YES, YES," Cory yelled, jumping up from her seat. "Harley, Harley, did this. He pulled me out of the car and left me. That's who was pulling me by my arm, Harley. We were living together. I... I remember that." She closed her eyes again in an attempt to remember more, but the rest was still a blank.
"Is he the one who shot you?"
"No, I... I don't think so. I... I'm not sure. I don't think so, though. I don't remember getting shot." It was as if she suddenly lost all her energy and she collapsed back into the chair.
"So, this Harley drove you to a remote spot and just left you there? Do you remember any more?"
Cory shook her head. "No, I... I think we had an argument, I know we were fighting in the car, but it's still kind of foggy. I... I do remember it being a long drive. I had no idea where he was taking me, then... he... he just stopped in the middle of nowhere and told me to get out. When I refused, he got out of the car and came around to my side. He was pulling me out."
At that point, Cory's emotions were getting the most of her and she started to cry. The doctor pulled some tissues from the box on her desk and walked around to offer her patient support.
"Easy, easy," she said in a comforting voice. "I know this is hard. Let's take a break. Try and relax. Lie back and close your eyes again, just try to calm down."
Cory tried to do as her doctor said, but her brain was in turmoil. "How did you know my name?" she asked.
"Some kids were fishing in a river along route twenty and hooked a purse..."
"Yes, yes," Cory excitedly proclaimed, "my black purse. I was trying to grab it from the front seat as he was pulling me out of the car, but I couldn't get to it."
"This Harley guy must be a real..." she stopped there. She wanted to say asshole, but that wouldn't be very professional. "Anyway, he must have thrown the purse in the river on the way home. Unfortunately, the only thing the kids found in it was this," she said as she set cory's driver's license on the desk, "or, at least that's all they claimed to find."
Cory picked it up and looked. "That's me," she whispered with satisfaction. "I do exist." She looked up at the doc. "How did you get this?"
"The kids turned it into the local police department. Somebody there recognized your picture from the newspaper and called the Chicago P.D. When Jerrod heard about it he called me and asked what to do. I..."
"Jerrod knew? I was just with him last night. He never said a thing."
"Yes, I told him to forward everything to me. I thought it might prompt some memory recall and I wanted you in a controlled environment. I told Jerrod not to say anything."
The doctor studied her reactions as her patient just sat and tried to take in everything that was happening. "Cory, I don't want to push you but as your brain accepts more of your past, I believe you'll start to remember more and more. What happened to you out there on that road is most likely the most horrific experience any of us can imagine. Recalling what took place may never happen for you, but if it does, I'd rather it happen in this office with us together. Do you remember anything after Harley pulled you from the car?"
"No, not really," she replied while shaking her head. "I... I only remember being scared. I had no idea where I was. I... I was crying, I remember that."
She closed her eyes and Dr. Wahlburg could see she was trying to force herself to remember more. "That's okay, Cory. I think that's enough for now, but don't hesitate to call me if you feel the need."
All the way back to the apartment, Cory eagerly told her tarnished friend the news. Morgan's car was there when they pulled into the lot.
"He still won't talk to me," Brea said. "I know he's mad, but I think he's imagining a lot worse than what actually happened, and I can't stand seeing him in so much pain."
"That reminds me," Cory replied, "here," she said holding out a couple of business cards. "Doctor Wahlburg recommended these two marriage counselors. She said either one would be a good pick."
Brea took the cards and stuck them in her purse. "Thanks, I don't know if I could talk Morg into it, but..." she started to cry again. "Oh, Cory, I'm so afraid he's just going to call it quits. He's just so angry. God, I wish I had taken your advice and just told him myself. I would have at least been able to explain what happened."
"He loves you, Brea. Yeah, he's extremely pissed right now, but he doesn't know the whole story yet."
"I know, I can't get him to listen to me. He keeps saying he's not ready. I know he thinks I was having a sexual affair, Cory. I can't stand seeing him in so much pain like that, but how do I get him to sit down and listen to me? I can't tie him to a chair."
"I don't know, Brea, but you're going to have to find a way. The longer he goes on thinking you had sex with Bob, the worse it's going to get."
"What if he won't believe me, then what'll I do? How am I going to prove I didn't sleep with Bob? The only two people who know that for sure are Bob and me, and if Morg doesn't believe me, he's damn sure not going to believe Bob."
"I don't know, maybe you could take a lie detector test or something."
"Hey, that's not a bad idea," Brea enthusiastically commented.
It was the first smidgen of hope Brea felt since her husband confronted her.
They heard the shower running in the master bath when they walked into the apartment. Brea checked the clock on her cell. Morg had three hours before he had to leave for work. The girls decided they'd make him a nice lunch.
Cory was cutting up potatoes for American fries while Brea was making hamburger patties when they heard the shower stop. Once the potatoes were cooking, Cory emptied the dregs of morning coffee and started making a fresh pot when they heard the front door open and close. Both women looked at each other in shock. Brea ran to the door and looked out just in time to see Morg getting into his car and drive off without saying a word.
"I guess it'll just be the two of us for lunch," she expressed with sadness as she returned.
Now that he had the address, Morgan could think of little else but how he was going to approach Castens. He didn't want to be bothered so he went to a restaurant and sat in a corner booth where he could think and eat at the same time. After lunch, he sat sipping several cups of coffee while going over a variety of scenarios on just how to try and get the truth out of his rival.
That night, after work, he parked in the back of the parking lot and waited until his apartment lights were turned off. When he was relatively sure the girls were asleep, he quietly entered and stretched out on the couch again before setting the alarm on his phone for six o'clock. In just five hours he would be on his way to Rosemont. He still wasn't quite sure how he would handle the looming confrontation, but he was going to try and hold his temper and see if he could get some answers out of the bastard.
By a quarter to seven on that Saturday morning, Morgan was rapidly approaching an encounter that would impact the rest of his life. He pulled into the parking lot of an apartment complex just in time to see a silver Hyundai leaving in the opposite direction. "Shit," he cussed out loud. He quickly backed into a parking space and then pulled out in pursuit of his target. Only one car had managed to get between them.
Morgan had assumed the jackass was headed for work, but he turned into a residential area. There were no longer any cars between them, so Morg stayed a safe distance behind and watched as his nemesis pulled up to the curb, then backed into a driveway, right up to the garage door. A man Morg assumed was Castens, got out, walked around the back of the car and opened the trunk.
Morg parked at the curb in front of the house and started walking. He was halfway there when the garage door went up and another man came out with a bag of golf clubs.
"Shit," he once again muttered to himself. He wasn't planning to take on two guys. The trunk was blocking him from their view. He could turn around but that wasn't his style; besides, he wasn't about to wait any longer. When Castens closed the trunk, Morg was standing there. From his reaction, he knew Castens recognized him.
"What do you want?" Castens nervously asked.
"I came to get the answers to some questions, and I'm not leaving until I get them," Morg responded in anger. So much for keeping his temper.
"Oh really," Castens sneered. "And what if I don't feel like answering any questions? You going to take us both on?"
Morgan leered at the other guy. "You going to back this asshole's play?"
When he saw the look on Morg's face, the spectator took a step back and held out both hands with his palms out. "Hey, hey, don't get me in the middle of this," he said.
With Morgan still cautiously watching the other man, Castens saw his opportunity to sucker punch him. He lashed out with a wild right, but Morg saw it coming and instinctively raised his left arm to catch the punch on his shoulder. With a limited amount of formal training in his background, Morg cocked his right wrist and punched his opponent just under the sternum with the heel of his hand. Morgan heard the air forced from his adversary's lungs as Castens opened his eyes wide while gasping to breathe. It looked as if the fight was over already, but the jackass was still on his feet. A problem Morg solved with a crashing right fist to his jaw.
Not sure what the golf buddy was going to do, Morgan glanced in the man's direction. The guy was watching his friend roll around coughing and moaning on his driveway. He looked up at Morg. "Hey, he threw the first punch. I saw it," he declared. "Let me guess, your wife's name is Bea or Brea, or something like that."
Morgan was surprised at the comment. "How do know that?"
"Hotshot there has been telling us about her for the last two or three months."
"Us?"
"Yeah, there's four us who meet for golf every weekend."
"We all told him he was playing with fire, but he was bound and determined to get into her pants."
"Did he say if it ever happened or not?"
"Not as far as I know. I guess he came close, but some motel house dick crashed the party," chuckled the stranger. "I don't think he's seen her since then."
"My wife thinks he drugged her," Morg stated.
"I wouldn't doubt it. He's been bragging about having a source for GHB. I guess it's some kind of date-rape drug. He even offered some to us, said the girl doesn't remember having sex so there's no way to prosecute. We all told him where he could stick it."
"Can I ask you a question? You seem like a decent guy. Why hang around with a slimeball like this?"
"It's only for four hours on a weekend," he answered, "and he plays a good game. One of the other guys even likes him a little."
Morgan just shook his head as he turned and walked back to his car. The encounter hadn't gone as planned, but he felt he at least had enough information to confront Brea. As the adrenaline started to subside, he realized he was hungry and stopped off for breakfast on the way home.
It was almost eleven when he walked in. Brea and Cory were sitting at the kitchen table with coffee cups in front of them. He looked over and saw there was one cup left in the pot. Silently, the girls watched as he took a cup from the cabinet and poured himself the dregs.
"Cory, will you give us the room, please."
She looked over at Brea and saw terror in her eyes. "Ah, Morg, would you mind if I stayed. Maybe I can help moderate."
Morgan gave her a look. That's all it took.
"All right," she said, bowing her head in surrender, "just please remember, she loves you with all her heart, Morg." With that, Cory retreated to her bedroom.
Morgan took her seat and started the conversation immediately. "Did you have sex with him?"
"NO," she emphatically responded, "and I never intended to, either. I know he drugged me that night at the motel, Morg. I would have never gone there with him otherwise."
"Then what the hell was it all about, and don't give me any of this, 'not really' crap. If you weren't going to fuck him, why were going out with him?"
"I was just flirting, or at least that's all it was to me. I know it was wrong and I knew he wasn't beyond sleeping with a married woman, but it was never going to happen, honest Morg, I was NEVER going to sleep with him, and I never ever thought he'd go so far as to drug me."
"So, this was all just some kind of game for you, then? You were just teasing him? Catch me if you can?"
"It didn't start out that way, it just kind of progressed."
"How did you meet him, anyway?"
"We ran into each other at the mall, one day."
"What do you mean, ran into him? You knew him before?"
"Yeah, I was dating him before you and I got back together. I cut it off as soon as you and I became exclusive, though. I hadn't seen him since, until one day at the mall. We had lunch together. I didn't think it was any big deal and had no intention of seeing him again, but about a month later, I was supposed to have lunch with Linda Whitacker. I was all dressed up, had my make-up on, and was about to leave when she called and canceled. It was disappointing, I was really looking forward to having lunch with someone. I couldn't call you, you're always eating on the fly, so I called Bob.
"Of course he was very flattering, telling me how nice I looked and giving me compliments the whole time. They were nice to hear, but really had no effect on me, so when he called a couple of weeks later and asked me out to lunch again, I didn't see the harm."
"If you didn't see the harm, how come you didn't tell me you were having lunch with a former boyfriend?"
"For obvious reasons, Morg, but come on, I know damn well you flirt with waitresses you find attractive. You don't come home and tell me about it because it's just innocent fun."
"I've never gone to a motel with any of them," Morg countered.
Brea let out a small sigh. This was going to be the hard part, the part of the story that Morgan may consider was worthy of divorce, but she was finally ready to face the music. "Call me naive, but I didn't realize what he was up to until our third lunch together."
"Uh-huh, and what was he up to, Brea?"
"You know, Morg. Married or not, he wanted to get me into bed."
"So, once you knew that, why did you continue to see him?"
"Because it became a challenge, a contest I knew I could win," she admitted. "He was always so confident when we were dating, always so sure of himself. Back then, I found it very appealing. I guess I'm a little older now; anyway, that third time we had lunch together, he started hitting on me. I thought, 'you arrogant SOB, you know I'm married and you still think you're going to get me in the sack.' That's when I thought of just stringing him along until he gave up. I even had a little speech prepared about you and what a great lover you were and how much I loved you. I thought I could knock him down a peg or two that way."
"You did more than have lunch with him, Brea. It was after nine o'clock at night when Stan saw you at that motel."
She nodded her head as tears welled up in her eyes. "When he called to arrange another lunch date, I told him I couldn't because you were working the night shift. That's when he suggested we have dinner instead of lunch. I knew I was crossing the line, big-time, but I really wanted to wipe that smug smile off his face, so I accepted.
"I think he was pretty sure it was going to happen that night and I took satisfaction in seeing his disappointment when it didn't. Unfortunately, he didn't make an actual proposition so I didn't get a chance to give him my speech, but I really thought that was it. I didn't figure I'd hear from him again, so when he called a couple weeks later, I was surpised. He must have figured out your schedule because he knew you'd be on nights.
"He asked me out for dinner again. That was the night he took me to the motel. I imagined it would be his last-ditch effort. I was expecting a full-court press, but accepted because I thought sure I'd get a chance to say what I wanted. I never expected the drugs. At first, I thought I'd had too much to drink, but I thought about it the next day. I only had two Strawberry Daiquiris and I don't think I even finished the second one. I swear he drugged me, Morg. I can't prove it, but I know he did."
"I don't doubt it," Morg muttered, much to Brea's surprise.
"Then you believe me?" she asked with a hint of hope in her voice.
"Yes, I believe you," he replied with a sigh. Morg gazed off as he silently looked out the kitchen window. It wasn't hard to see that he was still bothered.
Brea couldn't stand the silence. "Then you're not considering divorce?"
"I didn't say that."
"But... but you said you believe me. I didn't have sex with him and never intended to."
"Maybe not, but you did deceive me and without much effort. You had five clandestine dates over three months and I never suspected a thing. I believe you when you said you never intended to fuck him, but what about next time?
"Up until now I've trusted you completely, but you've shown me you have no problem doing something behind my back if it serves your interests. Maybe next time you WILL want to fuck some guy."
"No, no, no, Morg, I would never do that, never," she emphatically denied. "I believe in the vows we took, I promised to be faithful, to honor and cherish in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, until death do us part. I meant it, Morg. They're the most important words I've ever spoken."
He was watching her closely. Tears ran down her cheeks, her hands were white from nervously clinching them together, and her whole body was shaking. She'd never been much of an actress, her pain was real, but then so was his.
His dad always told him, "when you have an important decision to make, think about it from all sides. Play devil's advocate, weigh the good against the bad, then go with your gut." He stood up and started walking for the door.
"Where are you going?"
"I don't know, Brea. I just feel lost right now. I still don't know what I'm going to do."
"When will you be back?"
"I-don't-know," he said more emphatically. "Just leave me alone for right now. I'll be back when I come back. That's all I can tell you for now."
Brea started to cry harder as he walked out. Cory spent the whole time in her room, trying not to listen, but she clearly heard the door close. She came out and saw Brea sobbing.
"What'd he say?" she asked.
"He... he's still not sure what he's going to do. I told him everything, Cory, just like you said. I told him the truth and he said he believes me, but now he doesn't trust me anymore." She grabbed a tissue and wiped her eyes. "I didn't mean to betray him, Cory, honest, I never thought of it that way."
"I know, hon. You can see it from his side, though, can't you?"
Brea nodded as she continued to dry fallen tears.
Cory pulled another chair up next to Brea's and sat as she tried to comfort her friend. "Look, I have another date with Jerrod tonight. I'm going to call and cancel it."
"No, you won't," Brea insisted. "I'm not letting my problems affect you and Jerrod."
"Okay, then why don't you come with us. Jerrod won't mind and it'll do you good to get out."
"No, are you kidding? I really don't think Jerrod would appreciate me tagging along. You said he was taking you to Leonardo's tonight. That's one fancy joint and very romantic. In fact, we should dig around my closet. We're about the same size. Let's see if I've got a fancy dress that'll fit you."
Morg had no idea where he was going. He just needed something to occupy his time and he couldn't think of anything other than going for a drive. He was thinking he'd head for the country when his phone rang. Out of habit, he hit the hands-free button. "Hello."



"Hey, my friend, it's Charlie Watt, how're you doing?"
"Ah, I've been better, Charlie. What's up?"
"I'm sorry to hear that, pal. I was calling to see if you play handball. I've got a court reserved for two o'clock and my partner just canceled."
"Jesus, Charlie, I'm in the car right now. I'm not dressed for it; besides, I haven't played in a couple of years. I'm not even sure I still have a glove."
"So, what's the problem? Run home and get changed, and don't worry about a glove. The kids get me a new one every Christmas," he laughed. "I've got four or five of them in a couple different sizes. I'm sure I've got one that'll fit you."
Morg thought for just a moment. "You know, that might be just what I need right now. Where's the court?"
"West Side YMCA."
"That's the one right off of Roosevelt?"
"That's it," Charlie confirmed.
"I don't know how much competition I'll be, but I'll be there." The call brightened his spirits a little. Spending time with a friend while taking out his hostilities on a little black ball, never sounded better. He checked the time. It was a little after twelve. He wasn't about to go home so he headed for a Target where he could get some gym clothes and a pair of sneakers. Charlie was already changing in the locker room when he walked in. They shook hands and greeted each other with smiles.
"How's the mystery woman doing?" Charlie inquired.
"You mean Corrine?"
"Yeah, I heard she's making progress, that's great. Has she anything to do with what's bothering you?"
"I suppose my troubles are the talk of the eighteenth, huh?"
"No, not really. The lieutenant mentioned you might need a friend about now, that's all. Listen, after this, what do you say we stop for a beer someplace, and you tell me all about it? After all, if you can't spill your guts to a cop, who can you spill 'em to?"
For the next hour, the two men battled each other as if the fate of the world hung in the balance. Morg lost the first two games but was able to pull out a win in the third, thanks to a miraculous diving save for the winning point. Their time was up before completing the fourth game, so they called it a draw even though Charlie was a point ahead. In the heat of battle, Morg didn't realize how hard he was hitting the ball until he tried taking his glove off after the match. The two friends showered and headed for a little hole-in-the-wall bar a couple blocks away.
"Okay, whose face was it on that little rubber ball," Charlie asked after they each ordered a beer. Morg had to think about the question, but before he figured out what it meant, Charlie clarified. "That ball must have represented somebody by the way you were going after it. Look at that hand. It's so swollen I doubt you can hold your camera."
Morgan forced a chuckle. "An old boyfriend of Brea's. She's been having lunch and going out to dinner with the asshole. Last month he drugged her and took her to a motel."
"Oh, shit, Morg. I'm so sorry. Did he rape her?"
"Almost. As luck would have it, Stan McCarthy was there investigating a robbery. He recognized her and got into the room before that prick had a chance to really do anything. If it hadn't been for Stan, though, that asshole would have had his way with her all night long."
"Jesus, Morg, I'm so sorry. Do you know who this guy is?"
"Oh yeah, we had a little talk this morning."
"Oh, shit, Morg, what'd you do?"
"He came after me, so I decked him. He swung first and I have a witness who's on my side, so I doubt very much the SOB swears out a complaint."
While the two men coursed through the afternoon discussing Morg's problems, Brea was helping Cory get ready for her big date with Jerrod. There was only one dress in Brea's closet that she thought suitable for Leonardo's. It was a slinky deep purple evening gown with a plunging neckline and a slit up the side. She'd only worn it once to an Illinois State awards banquet where her husband was honored for his photography the year before.
"Oh, Brea, I can't wear this. It must have cost a fortune. I'd be scared to death that I'd spill something on it."
"Nonsense," argued Brea. "I've only worn it on one occasion, anyway, and Leonardo's is a little out of our price range, so somebody should be seen in it."
After Cory's shower, Brea called her into the master bedroom. Cory was still using the basic essential make-up Brea gave her. It was fine for everyday, but Leonardo's was certainly not an everyday kind of place.
"Cory, sit down here," Brea said, directing her friend to her personal make-up mirror. "We'll use my make-up. It's a little better than that you stuff you have. Do you mind putting yourself in my hands?" she asked. "I've always had a knack for knowing what looks good on people."
"I'm all yours," Cory replied.
Once Brea completed her maquillage artistry, it was time to do something with Cory's hair. You couldn't even tell where they had shaved it anymore, but Cory had always simply let it hang naturally around her shoulders. Brea brought out her curling iron and hairspray and went to work styling Cory's hair up into an elegant look that coordinated with the dress. Cory didn't even recognize herself when looked into the mirror.
"Oh, my God, Brea, how did you do that? I look..."
"Absolutely gorgeous," Brea said, finishing her friend's sentence. She glanced at the time. "You'd better finish getting dressed, Cory, he'll be here pretty soon.
On the driver over, Jerrod couldn't keep from smiling. After the year-long battle with his ex, he thought it would be a long time before he was ready for another relationship, but here he was, already falling in love with a mystery woman. Thanks to the two kids fishing in the river, he at least knew she wasn't married. That had been preying on his mind. He kept thinking it'd be just his luck to fall head over heels, only to find out she was married and had two kids. One bullet dodged. The thought created a grin from ear to ear.
As Jerrod pulled into the apartment complex, his mind was so preoccupied with romantic thoughts of the future, that he completely missed seeing the dark Cadillac sedan parked at the end of the lot.
Cory wanted to make an entrance, so Brea answered the door. She invited Jerrod in for a quick cup of coffee, telling him Cory would be right out. Morg's absence was obvious. He wanted to ask how things were going but didn't dare. There was a clumsy silence as Brea joined him with a cup of java, but it was short-lived.
"You like?" Cory asked as she made her appearance.
Jerrod was speechless. He just stopped and stared with his cup halfway to his mouth as his date made a graceful pirouette to show off her dress. "Brea lent me the dress for tonight. I hope it's okay."
"Huh, oh, I... I mean, yeah, of course. Cory, you look downright stunning," he was eventually able to articulate. Finally, regaining his faculties, Jerrod set his cup down. "Thanks for the coffee, Brea." He stood and once again, feasted his eyes on the beautiful woman standing before him. "Honey, we'd better get going."
If he'd hadn't been so fixated with the woman sitting to his right, Jerrod would have most certainly spotted the tail he picked up while leaving the parking lot. On the way to the restaurant, Jerrod was able to ask about Brea and Morg. "How are things on the homefront?"
"I honestly don't know," she replied. "Brea says she would have never gone to bed with that guy and I believe her. What's more, Morg believes her, or at least he says he does. He still can't get past it though. You have to wonder what the hell she was thinking, going to dinner with that guy. I think that's what Morg is hung up about, not the lunches so much, but going out to dinner while he was working nights, especially after she knew the guy was trying to seduce her."
"It's amazing how idiotic mistakes can be made by intelligent people sometimes. I sure hope they can work it out. They really seem to be in love with each other."
They were still talking as they approached Leonardo's. The midnight blue Caddy following behind slowly drove by as Jerrod turned into the restaurant's parking lot.
Spinoso couldn't have been happier. He had identified the woman and where she was staying the previous week but had been unable to find an opportunity to whack the broad. The restaurant was perfect. He had been there several times and knew the layout. He also knew he could get in and out through the back door. The place would be packed on a Saturday night. The more people, the bigger the panic when the shooting started. Everyone would be too busy diving under tables to pay any attention to the shooter.
He drove around the block to make sure there were no surprises, then pulled into the alley. The back door of the building was supposed to be locked, but Spinoso knew from past experience that the waiters and chefs kept it propped open so they could sneak outside for a smoke. He reached into the glove compartment and pulled out his K6s snub nose. He was only interested in killing one person, so rather than leave the magnum loads in the gun, he exchanged them for regular thirty-eights before sticking the revolver into the pocket of his suit jacket.
No one paid any attention as the hitman maneuvered through the kitchen, and entered the dining area. A quick scan of the room revealed his target and her companion sitting along the opposite wall. Her escort had his back to Spinoso but she was facing in his direction. The key to an operation like that was getting in and out in a hurry, so with laser-like focus, he quickly began his approach in their direction.
The rapid movements of the advancing form caught Cory's attention. She looked up and suddenly remembered. "Jerrod, that's him," she cried. "That's the man who shot me!"
Jerrod's head swiveled around and recognized the hitman just as Spinoso pulled his gun. There was no time for Jerrod to reach for his own backup piece. He launched himself over the table, knocking Cory to the floor and covering her with his own body.
Pandemonium broke out as the murmur of conversations was shattered by the sound of gunfire. Screams of terror and the noise of crashing glass and china added to the chaos as patrons dove for cover. Jerrod felt two slugs of hot lead rip through the flesh and muscle of his back.
Spinoso knew there could be no slip-ups this time. He worked his way around the overturned tables to line up for a headshot. Despite his condition, through sheer will and determination, Jerrod reached for his gun. Spinoso had no inclination his target's companion was a cop until he felt the three slugs from Jerrod's Glock slam into his chest.
From beneath his body, Cory heard her hero exhale what sounded like his last breath. She started screaming as she squirmed out from under him and saw the blood. "HELP! HELP! HE'S BEEN SHOT, SOMEONE CALL AN AMBULANCE, HE'S BEEN SHOT! Oh God, she cried as she lay her head on his dormant body, "he's been shot."
*****
Morgan was feeling better than he had in a while. Between the physical exercise and being able to bare his soul to a friend, he left the bar with a little brighter outlook. Earlier, when he left the apartment, he had every intention of spending another night in a motel but now had changed his mind. He was, however, going to stop off at a restaurant before heading home. He was starving and had no idea if Brea was making anything for dinner. It was almost seven-thirty by the time he walked in and saw the relief in Brea's face.
"I... I wasn't sure you'd be home. Are you hungry? I can quickly put something together."
"No, I stopped for something on the way home, but don't let me stop you from fixing something for yourself." Before either of them could say anything else, Morg's phone rang. He looked and saw it was Charlie. He smiled as he answered. "What, you want a rematch already?"
"Morg, was Cory with Jerrod tonight?" His voice was anxious.
"Ah, I don't know. Hold on," he replied as he looked up at his wife. "Where's Cory?"
"She out on a date with Jerrod, why?"
Charlie heard her reply and didn't need his friend to repeat it. "Morg, Jerrod's been shot."
"WHAT?" he yelled. "Is it bad?"
"I don't know anything yet. Our district commander is calling everyone to let them know."
"What about Cory?"
"I have no idea, Morg. Jerrod's been taken to Northwestern. I'm heading that way now. You might want to get up there, yourself. If she's been hit, I'm sure they'd take her there as well. They have the best trauma center in Chicago."
"I'm on my way, Charlie. I'll see you there."
Overhearing only her husband's side of the conversation, Brea had no doubt something was terribly wrong. "What is it, Morg? What's happened?"
"I'll tell you on the way, let's go," he responded. Once in the car, Morg relayed what he knew. By the time they rushed into the emergency entrance, they were both frantic. Morg approached the desk with Brea right on his heels.
"We're here about the gunshot victims. What can you tell us?" Morg impatiently asked.
The elder nurse looked at their faces and decided to forgo the usual questions about being relatives. "Both men are being prepped for surgery," she answered.
"What about the woman?" He questioned.
"I don't know anything about a woman," the nurse responded.
Her answer immediately invoked two different lines of thought. Not having the experience of her husband, Brea instantly took it to mean her friend was okay, Morgan, on the other hand, wondered if it meant they took her to directly to the morgue.
Morgan started looking for someone he knew when the nurse had a second thought. "Ah, there was a woman who came in with one of the men. I think she's in the back with the officers."
"Morg grabbed Brea and started for the door to the emergency room. "I'm sorry," the nurse said, raising her voice, "you can't go back there."
Morg was just about to start arguing with her when Charlie entered. "They're with me," he said, flashing his badge. "Come on."
As soon as they went through the doors, they saw a group of men and women standing in the hall, some were in uniform but others were in plain clothes. Brea spotted a flash of purple between all the moving humanity. "Cory!"
The distraught woman heard her name and rushed toward them, throwing her blood-stained body against her friend and wrapping her arms around Brea's neck. She was crying hysterically. "He can't die," she wept, "he can't die."
Charlie and Morgan left the two women to console one another to see what they could find out. Charlie spoke up. "How is he doing?"
Morgan had never met the district commander but assumed he was the one doing all the talking. "They just took him up to surgery," he told Charlie. "It looks like he took two in the back. The woman over there was with him. She's pretty shaken up. It looks like she was the target. Jerrod dove on top of her to protect her."
Morg joined the conversation. "The nurse said there were two men. Who's the second guy?"
"Who are you?"
"My name is Morgan Johnson. I'm a friend of Jerrod's. Cory, the woman Jerrod was with, is staying with my wife and me."
The command recognized the name and felt safe talking in front of him. "The second guy is the shooter, Tony Spinoso." Morgan and Charlie were shocked, they both knew the name and reputation. "We really don't know what happened yet.
He looked at Morg and continued. "Your friend is pretty sure she heard five shots which accounts for the two in Jerrod and the three he pumped into Spinoso, so for right now we're ruling out a second shooter. The girl seems to have the answers, but she's too frantic to talk right now. We do have to get her statement pretty soon, but I thought we'd let her calm down a little first. I've got a couple officers back at the restaurant, questioning the customers, but I doubt they're going to be able to give us anything."
Just then, Brea and Cory joined the others. Cory hugged Morgan and he hugged her back. Seeing her two friends seemed to calm her down considerably. "I remember, Morg, I remembered everything as soon as I saw his face."
To the commander, this looked like a good opportunity. He wanted to get her account of things while it was all still fresh in her mind. "Young lady, do you think you're ready to give us a statement."
"Yeah, I think so. Can she be with me?" she asked about Brea.
He gave his approval with a nod of his head. "Who has a squad car outside?" Several officers answered. He picked one of them. "Go get the recorder out of it and find a quiet place where this young lady can give you her statement."
"Yes, Sir," answered the man in blue. Both women followed him out to the waiting room. He told them to wait there and returned only a minute later with the recorder. He asked the nurse at the desk where they could go and she directed them to a small consulting room off the hall.
They all sat at a small table where the cop set up the recorder. After stating his own name, rank, date, and time, he asked both women to state their full names as well. "All right, Ms. Houston, start at the beginning, and in your own words, tell us what happened."
Cory started her story from when she woke up in the hospital void of any memories as to who she was or how she got there. After several minutes of clarifying the backstory, she finally reached the part that explained the night's events.
"So, I just sat on the side of the road crying after he pulled me out of the car and just left me there. I was scared to death. There was nothing around but woods on both sides of the road. After about twenty minutes without seeing a car, I decided to start walking. I figure I'd have to run into somebody sooner or later.
After a while, I had to pee. There were obviously no bathrooms around, so I trekked a little way into the woods and went behind a big tree. Just as I started to relieve myself, I heard a car coming. Then I heard it stop and was embarrassed because I thought maybe they saw me. I was just pulling my pants back up when I heard voices. The one guy sounded like he was begging. I peeked around the tree and saw a guy on his knees. There was another guy behind him with a gun. It was the same guy from tonight.
"Anyway, I screamed when I saw him shoot that other man. When I did, the guy with the gun saw me. I took off running but I guess he shot me in the head. That's all I remember until hearing voices. I must have been kind of semi-conscious when those three boys raped me, but that was after I'd been shot.
"That's the last thing I remember until waking up in the hospital. Dr. Wahlburg has been helping me remember things in bits and pieces, but when I saw that man tonight, it all came flooding back in an instant. I told Jerrod he was the guy who shot me and I'm not sure what happened after that. Jerrod jumped on top of me as I heard the shots. He saved my life," she said as she started to break down again.
The officer felt he had enough and ended the session. The three returned to the growing throng of cops and loved ones. "How'd it go?" the commander asked.
"Good," the officer replied. "Any word?"
"Spinoso died on the table. They're still working on Jerrod."
It was two in the morning when Cory saw the doctor coming toward them. The crowd had thinned out considerably by that time, but there were still a few die-hards sleeping in chairs along the wall. "How is he, doctor?" Cory asked.
The others woke up from hearing her voice. Everyone anxiously looked toward the grey-haired man in the lab coat. "He's in recovery," the doctor answered. "The bullets did quite a bit of tissue damage, but thankfully, missed the spine. There was also some bone damage in the right shoulder that we had to replace with a titanium plate, but with therapy, I think he'll make a full recovery."



Cory collapsed with relief. The rest thanked the surgeon for his great work. After the doc told them it would be at least twelve hours before the patient could receive visitors, the crowd broke up and went home.
It was a quiet ride back to the apartment. Everyone was simply too mentally and emotionally exhausted to say anything. Morg took one look at the couch when they walked in and decided to sleep in his bed. He really needed a decent night's sleep. Everyone was out like a light five minutes after their heads hit the pillow.
The morning light was just starting to glow when Cory awakened with a start as the events of the previous night came rushing back to her. Her first thoughts were of Jerrod, but seeing Spinoso's face not only brought back her memory of being shot but everything else as well. She rolled over onto her back and pulled the sheet up to her neck in an effort to feel secure as the story of her life played out in her head.
Doctor Wahlburg was right, she'd had a hard life. She was now able to put the flashbacks into context. It was indeed her mother who was being beaten, and it was her dad doing the punching. He'd sometimes come home drunk and mean.
She remembered one night when she was only about five or six, her dad backhanded her because she wouldn't stop crying. Evidently, that was the last straw for her mother. The next day she packed a bag for the two of them, took all the money she could find in the house and took off with Cory in hand. They grabbed a bus and got as far away as they could.
Her mother wasn't an educated person, but she was a damn good waitress and made good tips. Life was still tough, but they squeaked by. Then tragedy struck. Her thirty-five-year-old mother died of cancer. Cory was just sixteen. She remembered being at her mother's bedside as she took her last breath.
She had no relatives and knew no one who could take her in, so Cory quit school and talked the restaurant owner into letting her take her mother's place. She had watched her work many times and learned a lot about waitressing. She had also watched her mother make out bank deposit slips and write checks for the bills, so she just continued by forging her mother's signature.
She had her first sexual encounter just after turning seventeen when she was raped while walking home from the restaurant one night. The trauma messed with her head and sent her on a self-destructive path for years. She experimented with drugs and bounced from one bad-boy, boyfriend to another until she met Harley. He wasn't very nice to her, either, but at least he wasn't into drugs. They lived together for almost two years. She thought she was happy until she caught him with another woman. That's what the fight was all about.
The sound of voices brought Cory back to the present. As she swung her legs over the edge of the bed and sat up, tears ran down her cheeks. It wasn't until she remembered her past, that she really recognized that life was giving her a second chance. She thought about the two people who had given her food and shelter all this time, and the other who had given her hope. Not since her mother passed away, did she have anyone in her life that meant so much to her.
Cory threw her robe over her nude body and tightly tied the sash around her waist. These people don't know how lucky they are, she told herself. With that thought in mind, she opened her bedroom door and charged into the kitchen.
"Morgan Johnson, don't you dare throw your marriage away over a damn silly mistake," she roared. "Do you have any idea how rare love like yours is? Yes, what she did was foolish, but it was without malice and without any thought of betraying you.
"And you," she howled, looking at a shocked Brea, "don't you EVER take this man or his love for you for granted. Why do you think he was so badly hurt by your little ploy? Because YOU are his world, his entire fucking world, and don't you ever forget it. And if you ever, EVER disrespect his love again, I'll personally kick your ass from here to Texas.
"Now," she continued after taking a deep breath, "I'm going to shower and get dressed, then I'm going to the hospital so I can be there as soon as Jerrod is allowed visitors." She poured herself a cup of coffee-to-go and headed for the shower.
The two stunned subjects of Cory's tirade just looked at each other. "What the hell was that about?" he asked with a chuckle.
"I don't know, but I think she made a lot of sense."
"Oh, you do, do you?" He waited a moment for effect. "Me too."
"Really? Then you're not still considering divorce?"
"No," he said shaking his head, "but..."
He never got a chance to finish his warning. Brea jumped in his lap and showed him with kisses. Cory smiled at the sounds of makeup sex coming from the bedroom as she left the apartment and grabbed a cab to the hospital. The woman behind the check-in desk said it would be a couple hours before Jerrod could see anyone.
"I'll wait," Cory replied.
It was after twelve-noon when a nurse found her in one of the waiting rooms. "Are you the lady waiting to see the patient in room three-twenty?"
"I'm not sure what room he's in. His name is Jerrod Ashwood. He's the cop who was shot last night."
"Yes, you can go up and see him now."
She thanked the nurse and almost ran to the elevator. There were already two cops in his room when she came bursting in. One was Janet, the officer who stayed with her in the motel.
"There she is, Jerrod, see, safe and sound," Janet commented. "He's been worried about you," she told Cory.
With a big, wide smile on her beautiful face, she walked up to the side of his bed so he could see her. "Yes, honey, I'm fine, thanks to you."
He looked up at her with a big, silly looking grin. His right arm was in a cast that went all the way up and wrapped around his shoulder, but other than that, he still looked like the man she'd fallen in love with.
Janet gave her partner a light elbow in the ribs. "Well, we were on patrol and figured we'd stop in and see how you were doing, Jerrod, but we have to get back out there, so we'll leave you in Cory's capable hands."
Jerrod thanked them for stopping by and told them to inform everyone at the station that he would be just fine, but apparently they didn't get the message. Over the following week, the aroma of fresh-cut flowers almost became overpowering and he had more visitors than a Stones concert, including the police commissioner.
Cory only went home to shower and sleep, the rest of the time she spent at his side, talking and laughing the hours away. She also saw to his every need and took care of him so well that the nursing staff made her an honorary member.
The day before he was to be discharged, they had a more serious discussion. His arm would be in the cast for another five weeks, and after that, would be pretty useless for another few. Cory offered to move in with him.
"It's going to be a while before you can use that arm again. I can help with the cooking, I can help you get dressed, I can be your chauffeur, I can do a number of things to make your life easier while you're recuperating."
"It's only a one-bedroom apartment," he said, "with only one bed," he added after a slight hesitation.
"That's not a problem for me if it's not for you," she told him with a smile.
Thanks to Cory's testimony, the police were able to tie Tony Spinoso to the murder of Johnny Ricci. Unfortunately, there was no evidence that Vito Generissi ordered the hit. The three that raped Cory were currently doing time for their crime, so The Case of the Mystery Woman, as the men and women of the eighteen district called it, was closed.
Morgan dropped the dime on his nemesis, Bob Castens for possession of a controlled substance. When they raided his apartment, they found enough GHB to charge him with intent to distribute. He pleaded guilty in turn for a reduced sentence, which left three golfers looking for a fourth for the next three to five years.
Jerrod Ashwood surprised himself. After his very contentious divorce, he thought it would take years, if ever, before he was ready to give his heart to another woman, but there he was only a year later, standing a the altar, watching his beautiful bride-to-be walk up the aisle. Standing in for her father was her good friend, Morgan Johnson, and completing the circle was the other half of the happy couple, Brea Johnson, as her matron of honor.
Fourteen months after getting married, Jerrod was made commander and given his own district station. Over the years, he, Cory, Brea, and Morgan became inseparable, along with their kids.
Never failing to recognize and appreciate the second chance she was given at a new life, Cory, with the help of her husband and friends, founded a charity for lost and battered women, and opened three more shelters in the city of Chicago.
*****
Cory sat on the edge of her bed, looking at the garment. Though it had been ten years since that night, her memories were as vivid as if it had been yesterday. After the dust had settled, she felt terrible about ruining Brea's beautiful dress. She still had money left from what she was given when she left the hospital and offered to pay for it, but Brea wouldn't hear of it.
She couldn't bear to throw it out. It was his blood staining the elegant fabric, the blood he sacrificed for her, so she found a secret hiding place. Not that she really needed to, but every so often, Cory remove it from its hideaway, just to remind herself of how lucky she was, and to make sure she never, ever, took Jerrod's love for granted.
The End
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Midwest winters are notorious for cold north winds, freezing temperatures, and snow, lots and lots of snow, so it really should have been no surprise to anyone that February had been a really, really rotten month. For the first two weeks, no one had even seen the sun, just a dull- gray, wintery sky, and on top of it, it was leap year. Everyone was hoping for March to come in like a lamb, so nobody was looking forward to an extra day of February.
Jim stood at his office window looking out at the winter wonderland that was the city of Chicago. By midafternoon, the predicted two inches of overnight snowfall was twelve inches deep, with apparently no end in sight. In Illinois and Indiana, they call it, "lake effect." At times during the morning, it had come down so hard and fast, he could barely see across the street, and now the weather guys were forecasting another twelve inches by morning.
It was about half-past one when his secretary walked in. "Jim, I just got word from the top, we're closing early. I'm taking off now if that's okay with you."
"Yes, of course, Shirley, thanks. I'm going to call Linda, then I'll be right behind you. Drive careful," he added as she started to leave.
"I will, Jim, you too. I doubt that all this will be cleaned up by tomorrow, so I'll probably see you on Monday," she replied, on her way out.
He walked over to his sport jacket hanging over the back of his chair and took his phone out from the side pocket. His wife answered on the second ring.
"Hi, honey, are you still at work?" she asked right away.
"Yeah, but I'm getting ready to leave now. I wanted to call and see if you want me to pick up you and the kids on the way home. I know you don't like driving in crap like this."
"You're sweet, honey, but a little late. They let us out of the office more than an hour ago. I picked the kids up already and just walked into the house. Please drive carefully, the roads are miserable."
"Will do, honey. I'll see you as soon as I can, love you, bye." Well, knowing Linda and the kids were home safe and sound was a big load off his mind. He felt bad, though. It was February fourteenth, Valentine's Day. Every year, he and Linda celebrated in style. Of course, he always came home with the mandatory card and flowers, which was followed by a romantic candlelit dinner in a fine restaurant, some cheek to cheek dancing, and culminated with a night of passionate whoopee while Linda's mom and dad kept the kids overnight.
Well, the fine dining and dancing was out of the question. By that evening, no one was going to be going anywhere, but he wondered about the florist. By the time he got the snow brushed off his car, he had decided to give it a try. It was only four or five blocks out of his way. He had ordered a beautiful bouquet two weeks prior and hated to show up at home empty-handed.
"Thank God you're still open," he said, greeting the man behind the counter.
"Yeah, I'm going to stay as long as I can. I figure a lot of people will be getting off early and stopping here to pick up their orders on the way home."
"Well, your instincts are right on. That's exactly why I'm here. Jim gave him his last name, and a minute later the florist pulled a beautiful bouquet of red, yellow, and white roses from the refrigerator. "Damn, that's gorgeous," Jim told him. "What're the purple flowers in there?"
"Sweet Peas," he replied. "I threw a few in as an accent, you like?"
"It's absolutely striking," Jim answered. He took a pen and signed the card while sticking his debit card in the machine.
It was almost five o'clock by the time Jim pulled into his drive. He lost time going to the florist, but it was worth it. Jim knew how disappointed his wife was going to be with having to stay home on their special night and hoped the flowers would cheer her up.
If Jim needed cheering up, he only had to look into the two angelic faces of his kids. "Daddy's home," yelled six-year-old Emma. Along with her four-year-old little brother, Tommy, they jumped off the couch and ran to their proud papa the moment he walked in the door. Jim knelt and set the flowers behind him so they wouldn't get crushed before opening his arms to the onslaught of hugs and kisses.
He looked up and saw his beautiful smiling wife watching the happy reunion. "Finally, I was getting worried," she said.
"Well, you were right, the roads are miserable. I'm afraid we won't be going anywhere tonight, hon."
"Oh, I know," she acknowledged with a twinge of sadness. "I already called mom and dad to let them know we wouldn't be dropping the kids off. I didn't have anything defrosted, so the kids talked me into homemade pizza for tonight. I hope that's okay."
"That sounds wonderful," he replied. He waited until Linda turned to go back into the kitchen before picking up the flowers and hiding them behind his back. Both Emma and Tommy returned to the couch and their TV show.
Linda knew he was sneaking up behind her, but she just smiled and kept her back to him, wondering what he was up to. She felt his left hand slide around her waist, then his lips kissing her neck. Suddenly, a beautiful bouquet of mixed roses appeared in front of her as she heard...
"Happy Valentines Day, honey."
"Oh, Jim, they're gorgeous!" She turned, put her arms around his neck, and gave her thoughtful husband a big, passionate kiss, tongue and all. She chuckled when she felt his cock stir against her stomach. "That's going to have to wait," she said, patting the front of his trousers with the back of her hand.
She took the flowers and set them on the table, then slid the card from its envelope. "Oh, honey, what did I ever do to deserve you," she said before giving him another quick kiss.
Well, it wasn't the romantic evening they had planned, but seeing the excitement when the kids realized they'd have a four-day weekend with Mom and Dad made it a little easier to take. Emma and Tommy already had plans for several snowmen, a couple of snow forts and an ongoing snowball fight, all starting early the next morning.
It was a little after nine by the time Linda and Jim got their two excited offsprings tucked under the covers for the night. There was still plenty of evening left, and Jim was determined to make the best of it.
"Honey, I'm so sorry our plans didn't work out. I know all the bad weather has gotten on our nerves lately, and I know how much you've been looking forward to tonight."
"Yeah, you mean man, why did you order all this snow?" she chuckled. "Honey, there'll be other nights we can go out for dinner. We'll make our own Valentine's Day when the weather gets better. Four days off with you and the kids is a great consolation prize, honey, believe me... besides," she added, "I still got a great new party dress and a beautiful bouquet of roses out of it. Who could ask for better than that?"
"Well," he said in his most seductive voice, "why don't you go put your new party dress on while I open the wine. I'll put some soft, romantic music on the stereo, and we'll have our own private Valentine's date right here."
"Mmmm," she hummed with delight, "that sounds great, except you don't get to see the party dress until you take me out for the evening."
"That's fine," he replied. "You go put it on and I'll take you out of it later this evening."
She giggled. "That's not what I said, but I do like your plan. I'll run up and find something appropriate. I'll be down in a few," she said, reaching up and kissing him on the lips before running upstairs.
Jim was thinking, if he did this right, he might be able to start a whole new tradition. He opened a bottle of semi-dry Port to let it breathe, stuck it in an ice bucket, and put it on the coffee table along with two wine flutes.
Okay, he asked himself, what next? Ah, nothing says romance like a warm, crackling fire in the fireplace. Within minutes, he had it going, but there was still something missing. He looked to his prise LP selection of vinyl for the answer.
He dimmed the lights, allowing the flickering glow of the fire to set the ambiance, poured the wine, then with a gentle lowering of the needle, filled the air with the voices of love.
Each was astounded when Linda made her entrance, Jim with her beauty, and Linda by the romance shown by her husband. For a while, they simply sat in front of the fire, cuddled together, sharing ten years of memories together.
When the time was right, Jim asked his love to dance. As he took her in his arms, Linda closed her eyes and laid her head against his chest. "Honey, this is incredible, thank you."
"You're very welcome, honey. Happy Valentines Day, babe."
"The same to you, hon. I was going to get a card for you on the way home today, but with all the commotion, I didn't get a chance. I'm sorry."
"Don't worry about it, honey. I don't need a card to know I'm your valentine," he replied with a smile.
They danced a little longer, drank a little more wine, then silently snuck up the stairs to be sure they didn't wake the kids. By the time Jim quietly closed the bedroom door behind him and turned around, Linda was almost out of her dress already. She made a show of slipping out of her panties. "Well," she asked, while standing there in her birthday suit.
That's when Jim realized he was still dressed. A problem he solved in record time. He was naked by the time she slipped under the sheet. There were times when Linda liked it rough and hard, but this wasn't going to be one of those times.
She started moaning the instant his lips softly touched behind her ear. "Oh, God," she whispered breathlessly. Unconsciously, Linda arched her back as she felt a tingling already building between her legs. With eyes closed, she twisted and contorted with each carress of his fingertips, every stimulating tremor from his tongue.
Deftly, his skilled hands navigated their way along the hills and valleys of her body until finding their mark. Her first climax came as soon as his finger entered and curled up to carress the inside of her pussy. "Oh, God, Oh God," she called out, her body stiffening as euphoria raced through her veins.
Giving her little time to recover, Jim separated her vaginal lips. Using the secretions left on his finger, he teased and worked her clit while tasting her with his manipulating tongue and sending her over the top in a continuing frenzy of orgasms.
He looked up and saw her wonderful tits rising and falling as she panted in a state of erotic bliss. Jim continued to plant kisses as he maneuvered into place. "Oh, yeah," she said, still out of breath. "Give me all you've got honey."
He easily slipped inside and started with long slow strokes. At times, when he felt himself getting close, he'd slow down until the feeling passed, then continued. She came three more times before they exploded together in amatory ecstasy.
The following morning set the tone for the rest of the long weekend. Linda woke from the knocking on their bedroom door. "Mom, Dad... com'on, wake up. Tommy and me are hungry."
Linda looked over at the clock. It was a little after seven. "Ohhhhh," she groaned. "Okay, honey, you guys go downstairs and watch cartoons for a couple of minutes. Dad and I will be down in just a little bit."
"Okay, Mom, but hurry up. Tommy and me want to make a snow fort."
"We'll be right down, honey." She heard the pitter-padder of little feet run down the hall. Jim was just starting to stir. She thought about waking him with a blow-job but didn't want to keep the kids waiting that long, so a simple kiss would have to suffice.
"Mmmmm," he hummed as he felt his wife's lips pressing against his own. He threw his arms around her and rolled her over. He didn't try to hide his straining woody.
Linda immediately knew what he was thinking but had to be the bearer of bad news. "Sorry, honey, that's going to have to wait. The kids are downstairs, and they're hungry."
Jim dropped his head, faking his distress. "Well, we can't go down there without a shower. We both smell like sex."
"Yeah," she chuckled, "like they'd know the smell of sex."
She had a point.
"Come on though, You're right, we do need a quick shower. I'll wash your back, you wash mine. We'll get done in half the time that way."
The kids were still on the couch, watching TV when the smiling couple finally made it downstairs. The kids didn't seem to notice the time lag, they were both engrossed in their cartoons. "What do you guys want for breakfast?" Linda asked.
"Pancakes," the two little ones yelled in unison.
After a good hearty breakfast, the four of them were in the back yard making the best snowman ever, according to Tommy and Emma. Of course, everyone knows no snowman is safe unless he has a snow fort for protection. To say it was a full day was an understatement.
By the time Jim and Linda were ready for bed, they were too tired to even think about sex. Linda was curled up to her husband's side when she heard him chuckle. "What?" she asked.
"I just happened to think, this is only Friday. We still have Saturday and Sunday."
"Ohhhhh," she moaned. "I'm not sure I can make it," she joked, before throwing her arm over his chest. Five minutes later they were both sound asleep.
Saturday morning cartoons gave them a small reprieve and delayed the addition to yesterday's snow fort, but only for a while. Of course, if you have an award-winning snow fort, you must defend it against advancing forces; hence, the afternoon snowball fight that only ended after an hour of laughs and when Jim raised the white flag in defeat.
By Sunday, the streets were pretty well plowed, so they took the kids to a park with a sledding hill. It was the kind of weekend that created lasting memories, as substantiated by their oldest when they tucked her in for the night. Emma reached up hugged both her parents around the neck. "Thanks for playing with us this weekend. I'll never forget it. I love you, Mom and Dad."
"We love you, too," they both told her. "Now," Linda said, "get to sleep. You have school tomorrow."
By the time they went to bed, both Jim and Linda were ready to get back to work; they needed the rest.
With freezing temperatures too cold to melt anything, the days dragged on with mountains of plowed dirty snow everywhere, serving as a visual reminder of the ruined holiday, as if anyone needed it. Like most others, Jim, Linda, and the kids spent most of their free time indoors. The long cold winter had everyone in a bad mood; even the happy-go-lucky attitudes of Emma and Tommy were strained.
With only a few days of the dastardly month left, Jim and Linda were snuggled on the couch, enjoying a glass of wine after putting the kids to bed, when Linda's phone rang. Jim groaned, "Oh, who would be calling at this time of night?"
Linda reached over and looked at the display, "Dee," she answered with a small chuckle. "I better take it, it might be important."
Dee and her husband, Dave, were part of a close-knit circle of friends that they'd accumulated over the years. Counting Jim and Linda, there were five couples all together, but they were closer to Dee and Dave than the others. They were all relatively in the same age and financial brackets, shared a lot of the same interests and had kids of various ages who all pretty much got along with each other. There was always a good time to be had when they all got together, which was usually several times a year.
So as not to disturb her husband too much, Linda took the phone into the kitchen to talk, but Jim could still hear his wife's end of the conversation.
"Really? Oh, Dee, that's a great idea... Where?... Oh, that's perfect... Yeah, I think so... Oh, I'm sure... Oh, that'd be great... Of course... Yeah, this sounds like... Oh, he'll like that... Oh, I'm sure he'll be as excited as I am... Yeah, it's been so crappy out... Yeah, I'll talk to him right now, but unless I call and tell you different, count us in... Okay... Yeah, bye."
Linda's feet barely touched the floor as she glided back into the living room. She looked like the cat that ate the canary as she flopped down in her husband's lap and threw her arms around his neck. Based on what he heard, Jim figured he was probably going to like whatever she was about to tell him, but he had to give her some skepticism to keep her guessing.
"Okay, what have you gotten us into now?" he said with a smile.
"Something I know you're going to love," she replied. "Dee has a wonderful idea, a "Leap Year," night of dining, dancing, and sex."
"But won't Dave get mad if I have sex with Dee?" Jim teased, prompting a playful punch in the shoulder from his wife.
"The sex part is with me, dodo, remember that," she joked back. "Leap Year" is a week from this Friday. Dave heard all about a dance club downtown from a couple of co-workers. It's called The Down Beat. They have live music on Friday and Saturday nights. Normally they have a ten dollar per-person cover charge, but they have a deal worked out with the Madison Hotel. If you're a guest at the hotel, you just show them your key card at the door and the dance club waves the cover.
"Dee figures we can all get a room at the Madison, then have dinner in the dining room before going to the club. After tripping the light fantastic for a couple of hours, we'll all go back to the hotel for a night of decadent pleasures. You don't even have to worry about driving, the dance club is a block from the hotel. We can all walk to and from."
"What about the kids? We'll have to see if your parents are available to have them overnight."
"Already taken care of," Linda quickly replied. "Phil and Jane asked Mrs. Porter to take their kids overnight and they say she's fine with taking Emma and Tommy, as well."
He looked like he was thinking about it. What was there to think about Linda wondered. "Well?"
"Okay, under one condition," he responded.
"What's that?"
"You wear the dress you bought for Valentine's Day."
"You mean the one you haven't seen yet," she chuckled.
"That's the one."
"You got it," she agreed, sealing it with a kiss.
Dee called again the next day to tell Linda everything was arranged. She had confirmation from all five couples, so she booked a party of ten for dinner at seven-thirty in the dining room of the Madison. She had a harder time reserving a table that big at The Down Beat, but she finally got them to agree. Although they'd have to push a couple tables together to accommodate a group that large, they promised to have it all ready by nine o'clock.
"The only thing I didn't do," Dee said, "was book the rooms. I figured everyone has their own preferences, so I'll leave that up to everybody else. I wouldn't wait, though, Linda. When I made the reservations, I got the idea that we're not the only ones planning to go out that night, and you'll have to have your key card to avoid paying the twenty-dollar cover at the club."
"Okay," Linda chuckled, "I'll have Jim book it as soon as he gets home. We're really looking forward to this, Dee. You're an absolute genius for coming up with it." The two good friends talked a little longer before hanging up. A little while later, Jim booked a room at the Madison with a king-sized bed for February twenty-ninth. All they had to do after that, was sit back and wait.



Having something to look forward to was just what they needed. Each day that passed seemed brighter and better than the last. Even the weather was getting warmer. By the time that Friday rolled around, Jim and Linda were like a couple of teenagers on their first date. Linda was home and had obviously showered by the time Jim walked in.
"I have an overnight bag packed for the kids. They're all excited. I'm not quite sure where she heard the term, but Emma's calling it a slumber party because Phil and Jane's kids will be there, as well. I called Mrs. Porter earlier to thank her, and said we'd have a couple of pizzas delivered to her. You don't mind, do you?"
"No, of course not, honey. That's a great idea." She gave him a kiss and noticed he looked a little disappointed.
"Is something wrong?" she asked as their lips parted.
"No, I just thought we'd start the night out right and take our showers together," he replied with a small grin.
"Honey, we have to check into the hotel around seven. You have to get ready, I still have to make myself beautiful, and we have to drop the kids off on the way. If we took one of our marathon showers together, we'd never get there in time; besides, we have all night."
He faked a long, disappointing sigh. "Oh, okay," he moaned before giving her another quick peck on the lips.
"Go on now," she said. "Go get your shower. I'm making a snack for the kids, then I'll be up to finish getting ready."
Emma and Tommy were getting ready for their over-nighter and didn't know their dad was home until they saw him at the top of the stairs. "Hi, Daddy!" they both clamored, rushing to get their hugs. They were both all excited about spending the night with their friends.
He gave them another hug and a kiss when they heard Linda call them downstairs. "Go on," he told them. "Mommy made you guys a snack so you don't get hungry, and I have to get ready."
Linda had a sandwich and a glass of milk waiting for them on the kitchen table. "Mommy and Daddy have to get dressed," she told them, "so you can watch TV when you're done until we're ready to leave."
She was in their bedroom, sitting at her dressing table in her underwear when Jim walked out of the shower. She was watching in the mirror when he took the towel from around his waist. "Do you have a hard-on already? Are you taking Viagra or something?"
"No, I just have the sexiest wife in town. I come out of the shower and you're sitting there in nothing but panties and bra, what do you expect," he joked.
"Are you going to be able to get through the night without coming in your pants?" she teased.
"I don't know," he chuckled, "it depends on how good you look in your new dress."
Linda purposely took her time with her hair and make-up. Jim looked sharp in his suit and tie, but had yet to see the dress. She knew what he was waiting for, but wanted to make an entrance, so she suggested he go downstairs and wait with the kids. She'd be down in a few minutes, she told him.
He was on the couch between the little ones with his arms around them when she made her appearance. "Oh, Mommy, you look beautiful!" Emma exclaimed.
Linda was waiting for the comment from her husband, but he was stunned into silence. She always picked a stunning dress for their Valentine's Day celebrations, but this looked like the world's best designer made it just for her.
The blue color of the dress made her blue eyes shine with an intensity that could penetrate steel. The silky fabric clung to every wonderful curve of her body, yet was flared at the bottom so every flirty move she made on the dance floor would accentuate her long firm legs.
"Well?" she asked after a few seconds of silence.
"I'm speechless, honey. You look... ah, I don't know the words, honey, beyond stunning, beyond gorgeous; I don't think they've invented the word yet for how breathtaking you look."
"Okay, okay, you don't have to go overboard, honey."
"Hon, I couldn't possibly go overboard. You look absolutely amazing."
He had her blushing when Tommy chined in. "Yeah, Mom, you look really pretty."
"Well, thank you all," she said with demure gratitude.
They dropped the kids off and were walking into the lobby of the Madison Hotel a few minutes after seven. Phil and Jane were at the counter checking in. Jim and Linda walked up behind them. "Hey, guys, ready for a fun night?" greeted Linda.
The two friends turned to say hello, but Phil immediately gave Linda the once-over. "Jesus, Linda, you look great."
Jane playfully jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. "You can put your eyes back in your head now," she said sarcastically. "You really do look nice, Linda. You look good, too, Jim."
Linda took the compliments in stride and returned them. "Thank you, kind lady. You two don't look bad yourselves." Jim seconded his wife's comments.
Their friends waited for Jim and Linda to register, then took the elevator together. "See you downstairs in the restaurant in a few," Linda said as the other couple stepped out one floor sooner.
As soon as they stepped into their room, Jim was ready for romance, but Linda put her hand on his mouth before he could kiss her. "If you smear my make-up, I'll murder you before we eat," she threatened with a smile.
Jim looked at his watch. "But we have fifteen minutes, honey; time for a quicky," he joked.
"No quickies for you, lover. I want you all night long."
Linda got more compliments from the entire table as they met the others for dinner. She got air kisses on each cheek from Dee. As usual, when they all got together, the conversation was lively and the jokes were plentiful from the appetizers through dessert. Everyone was still laughing and having a good time when they walked to the club. They all checked their coats and were shown to their table. Linda and Jim held hands the whole way.
A cute waitress in a skimpy outfit came over to take their drink orders. Everyone was waiting to be served before making use of the dance floor. When the drinks arrived, Linda took a sip from her Strawberry Daiquiri, then grabbed Jim's hand. "Come on, honey, let's show'em how it's done." The rest of the table got up and followed them out to join in the fun.
The band wasn't what anyone would call, "tight," but they had a great repertoire of songs and mixed them well. Linda and Jim were among the last to return to their table for a rest.
Linda was a better dancer than Jim, but he could still hold his own. Linda was never embarrassed with him as her partner, however, with her husband's permission, she would occasionally accept a dance invitation from someone a little lighter on their feet, so Jim was surprised when she turned down a request from Dave, the group's best dancer. "Thanks, Dave, but Jim has my dance card completely filled tonight," she said.
The conversation was flowing again as everyone enjoyed a short breather, when Dee noticed an excited murmur from the surrounding tables. She instinctively looked toward the entrance. "Oh, my God," she said loud enough for the whole table to hear her, "that's Marc LaValliere."
Everyone in the city knew who Marc LaValliere was, even women who didn't follow football, including Linda. He was the star tight-end for the city's NFL team. Unlike some of the other team members, he stayed in Chicago year-round.
He was the kind of man every other guy in the place envied. He was tall, good-looking, well-built, had plenty of money, and by the way the women at the table were fawning over him, a real ladies' man. In addition to all that, he had a reputation for being a genuinely good guy, and was as famous for his community good works and generosity as he was his exploits on the field. He walked in with two other guys from the team, and was immediately shown to a table not far from the group's.
Of course, he immediately became the main topic of conversation. The men talked about his extraordinary feats on the field while the women praised his generosity, good nature, and bulging muscles.
After a few minutes, Dee reached over and put her hand on Linda's arm to get her attention. "Look," she excitedly muttered as Mr. Football stood up, "I think he's going to ask someone to dance." Sure enough, all eyes were on him as he strolled across the floor and approached very pretty thirty-something blond.
What Jim saw, he didn't like. The woman was with someone, whether it was her husband or just a date, he didn't know and it really didn't matter. He always considered it bad manners to ask a lady to dance without first asking permission from the man she was with. Of course, he couldn't hear what was said, but it appeared as if LaValliere totally ignored her escort.
His train of thought was interrupted by his wife's comment. "Jesus, for a big man, he really moves well."
"You can say that again," Dee concurred.
The men picked up the conversation again as the women around the table had their eyes glued to the dancing couple. They danced through one full song, but it looked like the woman broke away and went back to her table before the second song was over. LaValliere walked back to his table, and Jim saw him glance in their direction before taking his seat.
Thankfully, for Jim, the conversation around the table turned away from Mr. Football and centered around more jovial matters, as usual. Jim was about to ask Linda if she was ready for round two when he noticed his friends on the other side of the table staring up. Before he could turn to see what they were looking at, he heard a voice from over his shoulder.
"I'm Marc LaValliere, may I have this dance?" He was holding his hand out to Linda.
Dee saw the anger in Jim's face and knew he was about to say something. "Jim," she whispered loud enough for him and several others to hear, "don't, please, it's only a dance, don't ruin it for her."
By that time, Linda had taken LaValliere's hand and was already out of her seat, anyway. Jim, accepting Dee's plea, didn't say anything but his anger was obvious to everyone there.
"Well, so much for, I'm saving all my dances for my husband," Dave chuckled in Jim's direction. "Ouch," he said, as Dee kicked him under the table.
Paul was the next who thought he'd rib his friend. "Don't tell me you're jealous, Jim," he said with a laugh.
His answer let everyone know he didn't consider it a laughing matter. "I'm not jealous, I'm pissed. I don't mind them dancing, what I mind is the total disrespect I just got from him, as well as my wife. That arrogant asshole completely ignored me like I wasn't even here. It's an insult, but I think I'm angrier with Linda. She knows how I feel about that and always asks permission to dance with someone we don't know. It just shows that a wife loves and respects her husband, and I've never refused her. This time she ignored me just like he did."
"Jim, it's Marc LaValliere," Jane said, adding in her two-cent's worth.
"I don't care who it is," he countered. "You don't walk up to a woman, totally ignore her escort, and ask her to dance. It's extremely rude. He did the same thing when he asked that other woman to dance."
Everyone at the table thought it was probably best to let it drop. One of the other friends decided it was a good time to bring up the new car he was looking to buy. Jim didn't want to ruin the evening he had planned with Linda so he tried to put the incident behind him and joined the conversation, but with one eye still on his wife.
The band was playing a slow song. Based on their earlier repertory, Jim figured the second song would be faster and his wife would probably rejoin them. Unfortunately, he was unaware that LaValliere had talked to the band and asked them to play several slow songs in a row.
Jim's anger increase as he watched his wife melt into the arms of the football star for a second dance. Talk about disrespecting your husband, he thought to himself. When it continued for a third dance, Jim had had enough. "I'm going to put a stop to this right now," he angrily said as he stood.
Dee grabbed his arm. "Jim, please... think of how grateful she'll be to you, later tonight. Please, let her have her moment."
"Yeah, come on, man," Dave and Paul both chimed in. "They're not hurting anything. They're right there. We can all see them."
Jim looked at his wife with a sigh, and against his better judgment, sat back down. He tried his best to rejoin the conversation, but was having a hard time and was gratefully relieved when the band announced they were taking a fifteen-minute break. He saw his wife heading back to the table after dancing three slow songs with LaValliere.
He watched her face as she approached. She wasn't grinning like everyone would have thought; instead, her expression was of worry and guilt. Jim could see she knew she did wrong and decided he wasn't going to make a fuss. He really didn't want to spoil the rest of the night.
Before even taking her seat, Linda told everyone at the table she had to freshen up and asked Dee to join her in the ladies room. Dee was barely able to contain herself until the washroom door closed behind them.
"Well," she asked with excitement, "how was it? Could you feel his hard-on while he danced with you?"
"Oh, yeah," Linda replied, "he kept rubbing it into me right from the start."
"Did it feel big?"
"I don't think it's bigger than any other guy's. I don't know, I couldn't really tell."
While Dee was thinking it over, Linda took advantage of the lull. "He wants me to spend the night with him."
Dee was still thinking about the size of LaValliere's package and didn't fully grasp what her friend said. "What... who?"
"Marc, who do you think?"
"You... you mean he wants you to go home with him, and... and spend the night?"
"Exactly," Linda confirmed. "Dee, I don't know what to do. I've never cheated on Jim before, but this is Marc LaValliere. I'll never ever get an opportunity like this again.
"Did Jim say anything when we were dancing?"
"Oh, yeah, he's pissed," Dee replied. "First, he was pissed that Marc ignored him when he asked you to dance. He's also pissed at you for not asking his permission before accepting."
"Yeah, I thought about that as we were walking onto the dance floor, but it was too late by that time."
Dee had thought it over and was ready to offer her advice. "Honey, Jim's already so pissed, any romantic plans you guys had for tonight are probably shot anyway, I'd go for it."
"You really think so?"
"Shit, yeah. Like you said, how many opportunities like this come along in a lifetime?"
"What about Jim?"
"I'll smooth it over with him, don't worry. I'll make him understand."
Dee watched as the wheels turned in Linda's head. She finally made a decision. "I'm going to do it," she exclaimed. "Heaven help me, I just can't pass this up."
"How are you going to get out of here? You know if Jim sees you leave, he's going to confront you. He might even be stupid enough to try and fight Marc."
"Marc says he has a back way out of here. He slipped me his number and said to text him from the ladies room if I decided to go. He'll meet me in the hall and Jim will never see us leave."
"Then text him, by all means, before Jim wonders why we're taking so long and comes back here looking for us."
*****
Jim had been so intent on watching Linda and LaValliere, he didn't realize how badly he had to visit the little boy's room. He thought about holding it until Dee and his wife got back but didn't know how long they'd be and didn't see any advantage in waiting, so he stood and excused himself. Unlike the ladies room that was just off the dance floor, the men's room was in the bar area.
When he got back, he saw Dee sitting next to Dave, but Linda's chair was empty. The band hadn't come back yet so he knew she wasn't dancing. "Where's Linda?"
"Don't worry, Jim, she's fine. She just had something to do."
Jim wondered what the hell was going on. Everyone was looking at him with strange expressions. The only thing he could think of was that Linda had some kind of surprise for him to make up for her earlier actions. He took his seat and tried to relax, but the mood around the table had changed. Everyone was quieter and more subdued. As the minutes ticked away, he was getting more and more anxious. "What's going on, Dee, where's Linda?"
"Jim, I told you, she's fine."
"I didn't ask about her health, Dee. Where is she? Did she go back to the hotel?"
She could see he was getting agitated and wasn't sure she could keep it from him much longer. "Please, Jim, just relax." She knew she'd have to tell him sooner or later, but she was hoping for later... much later. She saw him pull out his phone. "What are you doing?"
"I'm calling her. I want to know what's going on." When her phone went right to voicemail, he called the hotel. He still had their number from when he made the reservations. "Yes," he said as soon as they answered, "room four-eighty-one, please." He let it ring about fifteen times before giving up. He looked at Dee and decided he was going to start making some noise until he found his wife. He abruptly stood up and started for the bar.
"Jim, where are you going?" yelled Dee.
"If you won't tell me where she is, I'll turn this place upside-down until I find her," he yelled back.
Dee got up and ran after him. She grabbed his arm just as he was about to ask for the manager. "Jim, she's not here. She's not in the club."
"Then where the fuck is she, Dee? I mean it," he said, menacingly. "You tell me what's going on or my next call is to the cops."
As she looked into his eyes, she wasn't nearly as sure she'd be able to smooth this over as she was in the ladies room. "Jim, Linda loves you and the kids with all her heart, I'm sure you know that. You guys are her whole world. She couldn't survive without you, but sometimes we all have to do something just for us."
Her little soliloquy hadn't fazed him one bit. "Where is she, Dee?"
His voice was low, determined, and downright scary. "She's spending the night with Marc."
It took a second for her words to penetrate. "I don't get it, what do you mean she's spending the night with him? You mean she left me for him? She'd never..."
"No," Dee cut him off, "she didn't leave you for him. She'll be back tomorrow morning. Jim, she loves you more than life itself, but like I said, sometimes we just HAVE to do some things for ourselves. It wasn't her idea. He asked her to go home with him. It will never happen again, Jim. Please let her have this one night and she'll be grateful for the rest of her life."
"That's what you said about the dance," he snarled back.
He still couldn't believe it, he had to see for himself. A scared Dee followed behind as he returned to the table. He looked at his wife's empty chair, then over to where LaValliere had been sitting. When he saw that only two of the three chairs at that table were still occupied, he knew it was true. He looked around the table. Everyone was avoiding his stare. He didn't think he could be any angrier, but he was wrong. He could tell by their expressions that they all knew, and no one said a fucking word.
At that point, the irate husband didn't care who knew, in fact, he wanted everyone to know. He spoke loud and clear. "You all knew! Every fucking one of you knew my wife was going to sneak off and spend the night with that wife stealing son-of-a-bitch, Marc LaValliere, and not one of you said a word to me.
"That prick uses his reputation, money, and so-called charm to break up my marriage, to tear my family apart, and you all just sat back and let it happen. We have two KIDS! I know a wife stealing piece of shit like LaValliere doesn't care whose happy home he destroys as long as he gets his rock off, but you were supposed to be our friends."



"Shhhhh," one of his so-called friends hushed him. "Jim, keep your voice down. You don't have to broadcast it all over the club. We're all friends of both you and Linda's. It's the chance of a lifetime for her and it's one night."
"I'll be sure to mention that to the attorney when I file for divorce on Monday, and to my kids when I tell them why their Dad no longer lives with them."
"Jim, please, you're not serious?" Dee interjected. "She loves you. It's only one night. Please, let her have this and she'll be back tomorrow."
"And she'll come back to an empty house," Jim announced. "From now on, when any of you visit her and see our two kids, remember, you had a hand in breaking up their family."
Just then the two guys who had been sitting with LaValliere stood up and looked to be heading his way.
"Oh, look at this! Here comes LaValliere's two goons," he said in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear. "What are you guys going to do, take me out to the parking lot and work me over? Your boss steals my wife, breaks up my family, and now you guys are going beat the crap out of me, right?
"No, wait, I have an idea, Dave, Paul, why don't you two send your wives home with those guys. They're both professional football players. Maybe they're not Marc LaValliere, but they're on the same team. Then we can ALL be so happy for our wives because they got to fuck somebody famous, and later we can ALL wonder how we stack up against a professional athlete when we make love to our wives. We can ALL wonder if we still satisfy her, or whose she's thinking about in the throes of passion."
Both of LaValliere's buddies stopped in their tracks as one of the men took out his phone and hit speed dial.
"You calling Mark?" the other one asked.
"Shit, yeah. I'm going to tell him to bring that bitch back here. Look around you; everybody's got their phones out. This is going to be all over the internet by morning."
His companion looked around. There must have been thirty or forty people recording everything. "Shit, Kevin, a bunch of those phones are pointed at us."
"Ya think?" he commented sarcastically. "Damn it."
"What's the matter?"
"He's turned his fucking phone off."
A woman sitting with her husband at another table yelled out to Jim. He recognized her as the woman LaValliere danced with before his wife. "That A-hole tried the same thing with me a little while ago. I told him to go to hell."
"Your husband is a lucky man," Jim replied. "He's obviously a much better judge of character than I am."
He couldn't help but chuckle as he looked down and addressed the table of shocked former friends. "When you see Linda, make sure you tell her she threw her marriage away for one night with that asshole and she wasn't even his first choice."
Jim knew this would be the last time he spoke to anyone at the table so he wanted to make sure they knew where he stood. "I thought you were our friends. I was obviously as mistaken about you as I was my wife. The next time any of you men see me, you should start looking for the exit. I won't come looking for you, but if we ever find ourselves in the same room, I'm going to start beating on you."
There was shocked silence as Jim turned his attention to the "ladies."
"And you bitches, I don't believe in violence against women, but if you ever attempt to speak to me again, I am going to get loud, vulgar, make a scene and make sure everyone around knows you pimped my wife out to that lowlife piece of shit."
He glared fiercely at Dee. "I might make an exception on that violence against women rule for you, bitch."
Dee took her phone out and frantically tried calling Linda's number but it went directly to voice mail. About that time the club manager approached Jim. "Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to leave. If you refuse, I'll call the police."
"Oh, don't worry," Jim replied. "I'm leaving, but before I do, I have a question, did you know about this? Has LaValliere done this here, before? That lady says he tried the same thing with her. I'll bet my wife isn't the first, is she? Is this LaValliere's happy hunting ground for impressionable wives'?" He looked at the other tables. "Take this as a warning, guys; bring your wife here and you just might leave without her like I'm doing. Believe me, LaValliere doesn't give two figs about breaking up your family, just like he didn't care about breaking up mine."
Jim walked over to a shamefaced coat- check girl and gave her his ticket, then left.
He was half expecting LaValliere's two buddies to follow him outside, but they didn't. He took off walking in the direction of the hotel. He couldn't believe his wife would throw away their marriage over one night. What in the hell was she thinking? They'd talked about fidelity; in fact, the whole group he just left behind had talked about it. Everyone agreed; it was a no-tolerance subject.
By the time he reached the hotel lobby, he had worked himself into even more of a frenzy than before. He wanted blood from anyone and everyone who was involved with that night. He walked up to the desk clerk. "I'll be checking out in a few minutes, have my bill ready," he demanded.
The clerk had to ask. "Sir, is there a problem? The room is reserved for the night."
"Yeah, there's a problem! I can't believe a hotel with a reputation to protect would support that den of infidelity. Do you know that damn dance club caters to professional athletes who go around seducing people's wives? I booked the room to have a romantic night with my wife. Now, thanks to you and the wife stealing clientele of that place, I'll be divorcing her and breaking up a family with two innocent little kids.
"I'm going up there and pack. Have my bill ready by the time I come back down!"
Carl Mason, the hotel's night manager could hear Jim complaining all the way back in his office. He immediately got on the phone. "Bob, what the hell happened over there tonight? I've got a customer here ready to kill somebody because he says a customer of yours seduced his wife."
"Yeah, it was that asshole Marc LaValliere. I knew this was going to happen sooner or later. It's not the first time he's snuck out of here with somebody's wife."
"Are you kidding me? Why haven't you banned him from the club?"
"Because he brings in business. A lot of people know he hangs out here, so they come in to get a glimpse of our local football hero. You're right, though, as of tonight he's banned. I just hope it's not too little too late. I think the incident tonight may have hurt business."
"Well, I'll tell you what, first thing tomorrow morning, I'm going to talk to the board and recommend we disassociate ourselves from there."
"Hang on, Carl, as least wait until we see how it plays out."
"I'm not waiting for anything, Bob. That's bullshit. You should have stopped that a long time ago. Good luck." After angrily hanging up, the manager walked out to the front desk and talked to the clerk. "Terry, let me know when you see that guy get off the elevator."
"Will do, Mr. Mason."
In the meantime, Jim had made it back to the room. When he opened the door, that big king-sized bed looked mighty inviting. He was exhausted, emotionally, and physically. He flopped down, swinging one leg on the bed but kept the other planted on the floor. He didn't want to fall asleep, only take a load off for a few minutes.
As he lay there, he could feel the grief slowly creeping in like a tiger getting ready to pounce. Until then, his emotions were pure rage with a shot of adrenaline as a kicker.
He sat up, swung his other leg back down to the floor, and sat on the edge of the bed. The grief would have to wait, he told himself, he wasn't done with the rage yet... not by a long shot. Jim took his suitcase and threw it on the bed before opening it. He removed the three-hundred dollar, Victoria Secrets lingerie he bought as a surprise for his wife and laid it all out nice and straight on the bed. He found some hotel stationery and a pen on the small table in the corner and wrote out a note.
For the maid, Happy belated Valentine's Day. It's all yours.
He took out his phone and texted a picture of it to his soon to be ex-wife with the note prominently featured in the foreground. Never in his entire life had anyone hurt him as badly as she had; he was out to return the favor any way he could.
Jim closed his suitcase and headed back down to settle up. The clerk called his manager as soon as Jim stepped out of the elevator.
"Sir, my name Carl Mason, I'm the night manager for the hotel. I couldn't help but hear you when you came in. I called over to the dance club and found out what happened. I am comping your room with my sincerest apologies, and I will be submitting my recommendation to our board members that we cut all ties with The Down Beat. Again, there's no charge for the room and I am so very sorry this happened."
The manager's little speech took some of the wind out of Jim's sails. He hoped the guy was telling him the truth about cutting ties with the club. That would at least give him a small feeling of satisfaction.
He had a full tank of gas, and all he wanted to do was drive until he reached the end of the earth, but he couldn't. As much as he wanted to put the world between him and his wife, he had his kids to think about. He needed to get ahold of his emotions. The thing was, he also needed revenge, or he'd never be able to look his kids in the eye again.
On the way home, Jim thought about all those people recording him with their phones. It was another small victory, but he hoped they would post it on YouTube, Facebook, Twitter and any other sites that were out there. That's when he got an idea!
As soon as Jim walked inside his house, he set his suitcase down and made a bee-line for his home office. He opened his laptop, clicked on Google, and started his search. It took him three attempts but he found what he was looking for. He wasn't even sure they existed, but there they were, telephone tip lines for, The National Enquirer, The Globe, The Tattler, Confidential, and a couple other scandal sheet, tabloids. He clicked on the first one and saw it was a twenty-four-hour hotline. As he went down the page, he found they were all that way.
He took a sheet of paper and scribbled out a brief synopsis of what to say.
"National Enquirer tip line, may I have your name, please."
"My first name is Jim, but before I go any further I'd like to know if you'd be interested in a story about Marc LaValliere stealing a man's wife and tearing his ten-year marriage apart. They also have two kids who will now be living in a broken home, thanks to him."
"Can you verify this, Jim?"
"I sure can, it was my wife he stole. She's with him as we speak."
There was silence on the line for a moment before the voice replied. "Jim, can you hold for a couple minutes? Please don't hang up, I'll be right back."
"I'll be here," Jim responded.
"Jim?"
"Yeah?"
"Okay, we are interested. We'll pay two-thousand dollars for the exclusive."
"What's your name?" asked Jim.
"Darrel."
"Okay, Darrel, he's the deal, I'm not interested in any money. You were my first call, but I'm also going to call "The Globe," "Confidential," "The Tattler," and a few others. I assume you guys have ways to find out where these celebrities live and I'm sure you have photographers all over the place that are ready to go on short notice; so, whoever gets me the best photos of LaValliere and my wife together gets the exclusive... IF you use the pictures with the story, of course."
"Jim, it isn't always that easy to get pictures. Some of these guys live in a compound with security that would rival Fort Knox."
"That's not my problem, Darrel. I'm sure between you and your competitors, some enterprising paparazzi will get some good shots. That prick has fooled everyone with his goody-goody-two-shoes image. It's time people see him for who he really is."
"Okay," he heard Darrel say with a sigh, "I'll see what we can do. Where do I send the photos?"
After giving Darrel his email address, Jim made the same call to the other scandal rags. Four of them said they were interested in the story and took his photography challenge.
After that, he started loading the car. He took his computer and charger, a lot of his clothes, and shaving gear. When he was done with the essentials, he looked around for more. She could have the damn TV for the kids, but the turntable and all his albums were going with him. There was no way he could get his favorite chair in the car, so reluctantly, that had to stay behind. Lastly, he went through the house and took photos of the kids, but left any that she was in. He took the family album off the shelf and did the same, sliding pictures of the kids out of their glassine protectors. He took one more quick look around. When he was satisfied he had everything he wanted, Jim removed his wedding ring and left it on the table along with a note. I hope it was worth it. PS. I called your parents and asked them to pick up the kids.
*****
Linda was still in a euphoric state when she opened her eyes Saturday morning. The previous night had been everything she expected, and more. She smiled and cuddled into the strong arms of her lover as she gazed up through the skylight over the bed. For the first time all month, it was sunny out. There was even some crazy bird flying around up there. It must be an omen, she thought. Her mind slipped back to the night before when it was the moon shining through the glass. She watched it for hours while her big strong hunk brought her to multiple orgasms. By all means, it was a night she'd remember for the rest of her life.
It was only after that private divulgence that she thought of her husband. She started to wonder what kind of reception she was going to get when she got back. How successful was Dee at smoothing things over? She was starting to feel guilty, not to mention, scared.
She looked over into her paramour's ruggedly handsome face and saw his eyes flicker open. "Well, you said you'd give me the night of my life and you weren't kidding, thank you."
He just smiled up at her. "I don't have anything going on today, stay for a little while."
"I wish I could, Marc, but I've got to get back to the hotel. It's still pretty early and I'm hoping I can sneak back into the room before Jim wakes up. Maybe he won't be quite so mad if I wake him with a blowjob."
"We haven't had our swim yet," he said. "I don't go anywhere or do anything before my swim."
"You have an indoor pool?" She didn't remember seeing one when he showed her around the night before.
"Almost," he replied. "It's an outdoor pool, but I have it enclosed and heated in the winter."
Suddenly, she forgot all about Jim again. "But I didn't bring a swimsuit," she said, coquettishly.
LaValliere's smile broadened. "We're surrounded by three acres of property. My nearest neighbor is a quarter-mile away, and they can't see around to the back of my house. Swimsuits, are not required, my dear."
She sat up and looked out the window. "That's quite a ways from the house, Marc. I hope you don't expect me to run out there, naked. It's cold out there."
"I have a nice warm terrycloth bathrobe and a pair of slippers you can wear."
A few minutes later, Linda was silently thinking, 'This is just flat-out crazy. It was all of about thirty degrees and she would be walking hand in hand with Marc LaValliere to go skinny-dipping in his enclosed pool. She would be wearing nothing but a robe and he'd be as naked as a Jaybird. Oh, if Dee could see her now.'
"There's that crazy bird again," she said while trying to block the sun with her hand.
"What bird?"
"I saw him earlier outside the skylight. He just keeps flying in circles."
"We've got'em all over the place out here," he said, paying no attention.
Once inside the pool enclosure, Marc helped her off with the robe and laid it across a chair before they both ran and jumped in. Marc started doing laps right away. She tried to keep up, but there was no way ,so she stepped off to the side and contented herself with watching him glide through the water from one end of the pool to the other. She'd lost count of the number of laps but it must have been twenty-five, or thirty before he disappeared under the water. She could see him coming her way, then felt his fingers inside her pussy.
"Oh, God," she moaned. Never in her life had she done anything like this. In just seconds, he had her body squirming with desire. He emerged in front of her and guided her to the wall. Impulsively, she threw her arms around his neck and wrapped her legs around his waist. She felt his hard cock slip gracefully between her vaginal lips and enter the walls to heaven.
She'd heard tails of fucking in the water before, but had never experienced it herself. It offered a different dimension, an eroticism that she'd never felt before. She closed her eyes and lifted her chin to give her lover more room. She could feel the ebb and flow of the water with every thrust, and her tits rose and fell with the small waves his body created. She couldn't believe her body could climax again after the previous night, but it did.
"See," he said after they finally caught their breath again, "there's nothing like a good swim to start the day."
"This really has been an experience I'll remember the rest of my life, Marc, but I really do have to get back."
"Yeah, don't want the wimp to get pissed, do we?" he snarled with contempt.
"Hey, Jim might not be a football superstar, but he's no wimp," she retorted.
"No? You think he'll want to fight me for his woman's honor?"
The sudden vitriol coming from his mouth shocked her into muteness.
"Yeah, I didn't think so," he sneered, taking her silence as verification.
This was a side of Mr. Football she hadn't seen. There was real cruelty in his voice. "Take me back," she flatly stated. He chuckled at her obvious anger.
They both got out of the pool at the same time. LaValliere grabbed a towel that was hanging on the back of a chair while Linda reached for the robe. Suddenly there was a loud crack and pain shot up her right butt cheek. She screamed and looked back as LaValliere was twirling the towel between his hands.
"Did I tell you I'm the champion towel snapper in our locker room?" he said with an evil grin.
"That hurt, damn it," she scolded as she rubbed her ass. She started to reach for the robe again when a second shot from the towel stung the other side of her butt. "Marc, stop that, that hurts!" she yelled with resentment.
The rage in her eyes only seemed to provoke him more. He snapped her again in the thigh. "If I were you, I'd make a break for the house," he said with a laugh.
"I'm still wet, I'll get pneumonia going out there naked," she cried.
He snapped her again, this time just barely missing her left boob. "Next one gets you right in the pussy," he sniggered.
She could hear him laughing as she made a dash for the door. He ran behind her, maniacally snapping the towel and yelling at her the whole way into the house. She quickly tried to close the bedroom door on him, but he was right there and pushed his way in behind her. His demeanor had completely changed. It was obvious, now that he'd gotten what he wanted from her, he had no more use for her.
"Get dressed," he flatly ordered her. "I'll drop you off at the hotel."
Linda sat on the edge of the bed and reached down for her panties, realizing the whole thing was an act. The suave, sophistication, the nice guy image, it was all just an act; he was really nothing but a childish bully. She now wished she'd never let him touch her. As she started sliding her panties on, she noticed a red welt on her thigh where he snapped her with the towel. She stood up and felt behind her; sure enough, she had another one back there. Great, she thought, just what she needed... marks on her body to remind Jim of what she'd done.



What, just a little while earlier had been an experience she'd never forget, was at that moment, completely ruined. Now, all she wanted to do was forget the whole damn thing and get out of there.
They both dressed in silence and made their way to the front door. The night before, LaValliere didn't even want to take the time to park in the garage and left his SUV in the drive. They hadn't quite reached the end of the porch yet when he looked up and saw half-a-dozen photographers just off his property line. They all had telephoto lenses and they were all pointed at the two of them. He immediately grabbed Linda's arm and started pulling her back.
"Hey, what are you doing," she screamed, "let me go!"
"Get back in the house," he snarled, "we're being photographed."
Her eyes got big as saucers when she all the cameras, and followed Mr. Football back in. "What the hell is going? Why are they photographing us?"
"I don't know," he answered. As he pulled his phone out, he realized he hadn't turned it back on yet. He pressed the button and impatiently waited for it to boot back up. Linda did the same with hers. As soon as he could, LaValliere speed-dialed one of his buddies that was with him at the dance club. "Kevin, what's going on? I got a bunch of paparazzi outside my door."
"You've got more than that," Kevin replied with a cynical chuckle. "I told you, you were going to get into trouble someday with all that, what'd you call it, 'cuckold' bullshit. That broads husband went crazy last night. Shit, man, you're an internet sensation. You're all over YouTube, Instagram, and who knows what else."
"Shit, I'll kill the motherfucker."
"Oh yeah, that'd be real smart. I was going to try and calm him down last night and half the people turned their phones on me. I wasn't about to go anywhere near him after that. Shit, Chuck and I had everyone in the place leering at us while we sat at the table and waited several minutes after the guy left before we could leave. Check out YouTube, man, you'll see what I mean."
"Okay, I'll do it now," he said as he hit disconnect. Meanwhile, Linda was listening to his side of the conversation.
"What?" she asked. "What's going on?"
He ignored her and swiped his YouTube app. Linda heard Jim's angry voice. "Oh my God," she exclaimed as LaValliere held up his phone for her to see.
"Your asshole husband, that's what's going on," he yelled.
She immediately dialed Dee. "Thank heaven you called," roared Dee. "I've been trying to get you since last night. Are you home?"
"No, I'm still at Marc's house. The place is surrounded by photographers."
"Oh, fuck! Jim went off the deep end last night. I tried to tell him that you still love him, but he said he was going to file for divorce. I think he's planning on move out of the house, too. You got to get home right away and see if you can stop him. I did the best I could last night, but honey, he is really pissed."
"Okay, okay, I'm leaving right now." She frantically hung up and looked at Marc. "I've got to get home right away," she told him.
"I'm not going back out there with you, are you kidding? Call a cab or an Uber or something."
"Marc," she beseeched, but he turned his back on her and walked away. She could hardly see through the tears as she Googled, "Uber near me." She called the nearest one and was told it'd be twenty minutes. She slid down the wall to the tile floor of the foyer and cried until she heard a horn. She pulled her coat over her head and tried hiding her face as the cameras snapped away.
The Uber driver had no idea of what was going on. He stared at her in his rearview mirror, trying to see if he recognized her. "You famous or something?"
"No, I'm not famous, I'm stupid. Please, just get me there as soon as you can."
She checked her phone again to see if Jim had tried contacting her. When she saw the text she was terrified to open it but knew she had to. She could almost hear her heart shatter when she saw the lingerie neatly placed on the bed with the note. The driver checked on her in the rearview mirror again when he heard her mournful sob. He had no idea what she did, but he couldn't help but feel sorry for her.
After paying the Uber driver, she ran into the house calling Jim's name, but was met with only silence. Briefly, she wondered if he could still be at the hotel, but that hope was dashed when she checked the closet. She collapsed on the bed in tears.
It was almost an hour later before she was cried out. She wiped her eyes and decided to go down to the kitchen and make coffee so she could try and clear her head and think. It was then that she saw his ring and the note. She knew instantly, her marriage was over. She flopped down in a chair and thought back to the night before and how deeply she must have hurt him. Why she couldn't see it at the time was a question she'd ask herself for the rest of her life.
*****
Jim had a hard time falling asleep, but once he did, he was out for the count. He was so emotionally drained he slept for a solid nine hours and didn't wake up until ten-thirty, Saturday morning. The fog in his brain didn't start to lift until he was in the shower. While getting dressed, he was about to turn his phone on, but decided he still wasn't ready to start dealing with the fallout from the previous night. He needed a good breakfast, he needed coffee, he needed time to prepare. He asked the desk clerk about restaurants and learned of three within walking distance. He picked the Denny's in the next block.
It was a little past noon by the time he returned to his room. He took a deep breath to steel himself and turned on his phone. There were at least a dozen missed calls from his so-called friends. He ignored them all. He saw that Linda had returned his text. That one he opened.
My dearest husband, I can't even imagine how badly I hurt you last night. Saying I'm sorry doesn't come close to the shame and regret I feel. All I can do is beg your forgiveness and plead with you, if there is any love for me left in your heart, please give me a chance to somehow make it up to you.
He wrote her back. You're right about the hurt. Never in my life have I had someone who professed to love me, so blatantly plunge a dagger into my heart and twist it for good measure.
I'm sure my anger will eventually go away and I'll find I do still love you, but if we stayed together I would be on pins and needles waiting for the next time it happened. I'm not going to live my life like that, Linda. I will see a lawyer as soon as possible and will file for divorce. In the meantime, let's keep things as equitable as we can for the sake of the children. I want to come over tomorrow so we can hopefully sit down together and calmly explain things to them. After that, I'll spend the rest of the day with them. Let me know if you have any problems with that.
When he was done, he sat down at the little desk in the room and turned his laptop on. He had emails from all four of the tabloids who took him up on his challenge. The first two had very similar pictures of LaValliere and his wife in front of the house. They were fairly far apart and had their coats on. It showed them together but there was certainly no way to tell they'd just spent the night together from the pictures.
He kind of figured the pictures would be like that, but he was hoping he would at least have his arm around her. He checked the email from the The National Enquirer next.
"How the hell..." he mumbled to himself. He clicked on the other pictures. Each one was just as astonishing. The first few shots showed LaValliere and his wife in bed together. It looked like they had a camera in the ceiling over the bed. The next ones showed them walking outside to a building that looked like a military Quonset hut. She was in a white robe, but he was naked. He should have stopped there because the next few shots broke his heart all over again. It looked like two naughty teenagers having a great time. They were both naked as she ran in front of Mr. Football while he playfully snapped a towel at her. It hit him like a ton of bricks, and it was the first time he cried.
Jim had never faced anything as painfull as the dissolusion of his marriage. It took him a while to gather himself again. He washed his face and made some coffee with the motel's single cup machine. It was almost two before he felt confident enough to make the call. He looked the number up on his phone and asked for Darrel, but was informed he was a part-timer who only worked a few hours late at night. When he told the voice on the other end of the phone who he was, they connected him to a reporter. His name was Paul.
"Sir, may I call you Jim?"
"Yeah, that's fine," he replied.
"Jim, are you up to giving me your story?"
"Now? I was just calling to let you guys know you won. Those pictures you got blew all the others away big-time. Do you have hidden cameras around there or something?"
"No," Paul replied with a slight chuckle, "You just happen to live in the same city as our secret weapon."
"Secret weapon?"
"Yeah, we can't give out his name, but he's the best paparazzi in the business. Not only is he a hell-of-a-photographer, but he's a genius with electronics. Last year he went out and bought a drone strictly for the camera. It has the most powerful zoom and best resolution of any of them out there, then he modified it. He put some kind of muffler on it. They're usually pretty noisy, but he can fly his ten feet from you and you won't hear a thing.
"Then he rigged the camera with a polarizing filter. It reduces glare from the sun, like a pair of polaroid sunglasses. He can park it outside somebody's window and adjust the filter with his phone until you don't see any reflections in the glass; everything's clear as a bell. That's how he got those pictures of your wife and LaValliere in bed together.
"As fast as he got the call last night, he found the address and went out there to scout around. It was still dark when he sent the drone up and discovered the skylight. He figured it was over LaValliere's bed but he couldn't see until it got lighter out. He also has some super long telephoto lenses for his regular camera, so he found a spot in the back where he could perch just in case they tried to slip out that way. He wasn't expecting to get them naked like that though. That building back there is an enclosed pool so evidently, they went skinny-dipping together."
That was another piece of information Jim didn't need to hear.
"Anyway," Paul continued, "As soon as the sun came up, he could see them from overhead and got those shots through the skylight. We had another guy out front so he stayed in the back. He couldn't believe his luck when he saw them come out naked and head for the pool. In addition to the shots you saw, he got more with the drone, but the ones from ground level are better."
Jim and Paul spent the next two hours on the phone while Jim told his story in detail, answering a multitude of Paul's questions along the way.
He was exhausted by the time they were done. As he hung up, Jim questioned if it was even worth it. Would it really have any effect on LaValliere's career? Probably not. People like that get away with anything they want, he told himself. That's when he remembered all the people at the club with their phones out and wondered if anything made it to the internet. He emailed the other tabloids to inform them of their loss, then clicked on YouTube and typed, "LaValliere" in the search bar.
"Holy Cripe!" he exclaimed out loud. The entire first page was of him. He clicked on the first video and watched the replay of his pain and humiliation. With cloudy eyes, he started to read the comments. There were more than three hundred. A couple were derogatory remarks aimed at him, 'He was a wimp,' type comments, but the others were destroying LaValliere, and to some extent, Linda.
He watched a few more and was becoming more encouraged as he read the comments from each one. Shit, he thought, he might have not even needed the tabloid story.
His thoughts were disturbed by his phone buzzing with a text. It was from his former friend, Dave. He wasn't going to open it, but his curiosity got the better or him.
Jim, Dee just got off the phone with Linda. She says you've moved out. Please, don't do this! It was one night. It's not worth tossing a ten year marriage. Please, reconsider.
Jim returned the text. I told you last night, don't call, don't text, don't contact me in any way. Not one of you came to get me when you knew what Linda was going to do, not even you, my so-called, buddy. Had I been able to get to her before she left, I would have most likely been able to stop her and probably save my marriage. Of course, we'll never know now, will we!
Don't contact me again. I will NOT accept any more calls or text messages from you, Dee, or anyone else who was sitting at that table last night. As far as I'm concerned, you can all GO TO HELL!
Another wave of sadness washed over him as he hit the send button. More tears broke free from the corners of his eyes as he thought of losing his wife, his marriage, and to an extent, his children. He thought about staying married for the sake of the kids but it was a no-starter. He'd never be able to show the love and affection for Linda like he once had, and having the kids grow up in loveless environment wouldn't be good for them, either. It was not an easy decision, but he made the only one he could make.
Linda was ready for him, Sunday morning. She was already showered, nicely dressed, and had make-up on when he came to the door. He accepted her invitation for coffee and followed her to the kitchen.
"Where're the kids?"
"They're outside playing in the back already."
He acknowledged with a nod of his head and sat down at the table. He knew she wanted to talk and wasn't going to deprive her. He was actually hoping she'd find a way to talk him into staying, although he knew it wouldn't happen.
"Jim, I'm so very, very sorry for what I did. I can't imagine how you felt when you found out I left. I honestly don't know what I was thinking."
"I agree," he replied, "there's no way anyone could possibly imagine how I felt unless it happened to them."
"I don't know what came over me. I'd never been with anyone famous like that before. It made me feel so special. Then, when he asked me to go home with him, I... I don't know, I was just so surprised. I wasn't even thinking about anything like that, but..." She was starting to cry and was having a hard time continuing. "I'm so sorry, Jim. I kept telling myself, it was only one night; a night that will never come around again," she wept.
"One night, that's what everyone keeps saying. Let me tell you how I feel."
"Okay," she acceded. She was angry with herself for breaking down. She was desparate to save her marriage and wanted to get down and beg if that's what it took, but maybe it was better to know what he was thinking, first.
"You know," he started, "when I found out you had left the other night, everyone at the table was saying, it's just one night, give her this one night, you can't divorce her over one night, you, yourself said it again just now, but that was the whole point, it was just one night."
He could see she didn't understand. "If you had come to me and said, I've fallen in love with another man and I'm leaving you to spend the rest of my life with him, I'd understand. I obviously wouldn't like it, but I would understand it. I've seen it happen, two people get too close in the workplace and fall in love, it happens.
"If you told me you were out with the girls one night, got drunk, and wound up in bed with some lothario, I'd understand it. Again, I sure as hell wouldn't like it, but things like that happen. None of us are perfect.
"If you were in sales and traveled extensively, were lonely on a long trip and desperate for company one night, I'd understand it, but none of those things apply here.
"You had just met him so I know you weren't in love, you'd only had a couple of drinks, so you weren't drunk, and I was right there, so you sure as hell weren't lonely. Shit, we had a wonderful romantic evening all planned and you threw it all away for oonne niiight," he said, emphasizing the last two words by stretching them out.
"You can't imagine how insignificant I felt to know my wife cared so little for me that she'd purposely drive a stake through my heart for one night of sex with another man, I don't care who it was. Do you see my point?
"The fact that it was only one night doesn't make it better, it makes it a thousand times worse. You threw it all away... our marriage, our home life, our future, the future of our kids, for ONE NIGHT. You knew how I would feel, you knew how devastated I would be and yet you totally disregarded my feelings for ONE FUCKING NIGHT with that guy!" He was getting emotional and didn't want the kids to see him that way. He calmed himself down and lowered the volume. "Do you understand? Do you see what you did? You didn't leave me for a life-time of happiness with someone else, you left me for one night of sex with another man."
Linda was wiping a wave of tears from her eyes. She did understand. Until then, she'd thought about it like everyone else: it was just one night; he wouldn't throw the marriage away over one night, but now she realized it was her who threw it away over a single night, not him. He was right, totally right, and there was no sense even trying to fight him on it. There were no counterpoints she could debate, nothing she could say; their marriage was over, she had to accept it.
She asked for a few minutes to get cleaned up before talking to the children. When she was ready they called the kids in. They, of course, jumped all over their dad and asked him where'd he been. Linda was instrumental in helping to explain that daddy was going to get a second home. Only the idea of spending the day with their dad kept them from crying, but they made up for it that night after he dropped them off. Never in her entire life had Linda felt so low as when she heard her kids crying in their beds and knew she was the cause.
True to his word, Jim filed for divorce the following week. Linda, knowing her soon to be ex would be very fair, used the same lawyer. It was agreed she'd stayed in the house for the sake of the children, so Jim got a three-bedroom apartment only four miles away where the kids spent almost half their time.
As for the fall-out? It turned out better than Jim could have ever hoped. In an effort to stop the hemorrhaging of customers due to all the YouTube videos from that night, the owner of The Down Beat put his own video on YouTube, saying the place was under new management. Without stating any names, he also informed the public of a new policy concerning certain 'former customers.' Jim took that to mean that LaValliere was no longer welcome there.
The shit really hit the fan when the new issue of The National Enquirer hit the stands. Jim and Linda were both thankful that the kids were too young to be impacted by the story.
Thankfully, they blacked out Linda's face, but the picture of her and LaValliere in bed with his arm around her made the front page along with other censored nudes of them on the inside.
A month after the original story hit the grocery store check-out racks, The National Enquirer offered Linda five thousand dollars for her side. Although Linda didn't believe she should be rewarded for what she did, she took the money and started college funds for Emma and Tommy. In the article, she deeply apologized to her husband and admitted to the entire episode being the dumbest thing she'd ever done.



She pulled no punches in revealing LaValliere's cruelty and bullying. When Jim read her account of how the asshole snapped her with the towel hard enough to raise welts, he remembered how wrong he was in thinking she was having a good time. It was the first time since it all started that he sympathized with his soon to be, ex-wife.
LaValliere was no longer the prince of Chicago. He was scorned almost everywhere he went; even the other players shunned him when practice started later in the year, and for the first time in his life, LaValliere was booed from the stands when he took the field during the games. Two years after that night at The Down Beat, he was traded to a lesser team.
Linda waited a year before dating, but felt finding a new man with whom she could share her life was probably hopeless. Based on her ten-year history with Jim, she had very high expectations. She finally gave up looking and decided to devote her life to simply raising two great kids.
Jim had a little better luck. After two disastrous short-lived relationships, he found a woman with definite potential, but wasn't in any hurry, if it happened, it happened. In the meantime he and Linda got along great and the kids adjusted to the new living conditions. They even still continued to do things as a family from time to time. Life goes on.
The End.
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"Cathy, what'd you do to your face?"
Cathy reached up with her left hand and touched her cheek. It hurt, but she wasn't aware anything was noticeable. When she'd checked it right after getting slapped, it was just a little red. She figured that would go away after a little while.
Without answering her friend, she turned and headed for the mirror in the ladies' room. She was shocked at the black and purple bruise along her cheekbone.
Her friend had followed her. "What happened; did Alan do that? Did he hit you?"
"Diane, don't be ridiculous. You've met my husband. He'd never hit any woman, let alone me."
"Then who did that to you?"
"Nobody, I did it to myself," she lied. "I was putting a heavy bowl up in the cabinet this morning when it slipped, came down and hit me, that's all. I'm just surprised it left this bad of a bruise."
Cathy could tell by the look on her face that Diane didn't believe her. "What?"
"My roommate in college had an abusive boyfriend for a while. She used to come in looking just like that. Don't try and bullshit me; somebody hit you," Diane challenged.
Cathy just stared at her for a moment, not knowing what to say. Her mind went into overdrive trying to decide whether to come clean or try to bluff her way through it.
"Well, that's my story and I'm sticking to it," she joked, trying to lighten the mood a little. "Look, I'm not being abused by anybody. It was an accident; just let it go."
Diane couldn't help getting angry. They were supposed to be best friends. Friends confided in each other. Then she remembered her former college roommate. She didn't admit to being abused right away, either. Admitting you're a victim of abuse is hard for anyone, so she decided not to push it. "Okay, I'll let it go for now, but if it happens again I'm not making any promises. I mean it, Cath."
"It won't happen again. I've already seen to it," she responded.
With that, Diane left while Cathy tried to hide the bruise with make-up. Unfortunately, she didn't have what she needed so she didn't do a very good job. For the rest of the day, she noticed people giving her a double-take.
*****
After work, she prayed she'd beat her husband home. He was a photographer and owned Hodges Commercial Photography, on the north side of the city. In the early days, when he first opened, he ran the whole place by himself. He rarely got home before eight or nine in the evening, but after becoming more established, he was able to take on an assistant.
He interviewed people for two weeks before hiring Michelle. She was personable, energetic, and very eager to learn. Within the first year, she was schmoozing clients, booking appointments, and even shooting some of the simpler jobs; all of which freed up some personal time for Al. Hell, sometimes he'd even leave early and let Michelle close up when things were slow. Every once in a while he'd beat his wife home by a good hour or two.
*****
Her heart almost stopped when she opened the garage door and saw his SUV parked in its spot. Damn, she inwardly cursed, Diane saw right through her lies. She hoped Al didn't have an abused college friend, as well.
The plan was to yell out that she had to go to the bathroom before Al had a chance to see her, put some foundation on the bruise, then come back down the stairs and give him the usual hug and kiss hello. Unfortunately for her, he was just going upstairs himself and was right by the door when she walked in. She was in his arms and his mouth was closing in on hers before she even realized it. Their lips were just about to touch when he stopped.
"Honey, what the hell happened?" he asked, taking a better look.
She learned from her encounter with Diane and had a better answer ready just in case she needed it. She spoke as nonchalantly as she could. "Yeah, it happened in the restaurant at lunch. I had to go to the lady's room. I did my business, but on the way out I felt the heel strap on my shoe was twisted. I bent down to straighten it just as someone opened the door to come in. It hit me right on the side of my face and almost knocked me down. The woman felt terrible but I told her it wasn't her fault, it was mine for being so stupid."
"Ouch, that had to hurt," he said as he gave her a tender peck on the lips. "Here, sit down. I'll get some ice for it."
She sat on the couch and was relieved that he seemed to swallow her story, hook-line-and-sinker. When he came back he sat beside her, put his left arm around her shoulders and gently pressed an icepack to her injury.
She closed her eyes and smiled with gratitude. Inadvertently, she breathed a small sigh of relief, knowing it was over with Tony. It should have never started in the first place, and she'd been riddled with guilt for weeks. At that moment, she felt more relaxed than she had been in a long time. Bruise or no bruise, as soon as they got to bed she was going to make love to her man like she hadn't in ages. In fact, she became obsessed with the thought.
After clearing and stacking the dinner dishes in the washer, both retreated into the living room. Al settled back in his La-Z-Boy with the Mikey Spillane novel he was reading, while Cathy continued up the stairs. He was less than half a page away from the big shoot-out scene when he heard his wife call from the bedroom.
"Honey, could you come up and help me, please?"
He was pretty sure Mike Hammer was going to avoid getting shot, anyway, so he dog-eared the page and set the paperback down on the little table beside the recliner. "On my way," he called out as he got up. He knew something was up when he noticed the glow of candlelight as he approached from down the hall. He'd already forgotten about the shoot-out on page one-fifty-one as he entered the bedroom with a big smile.
Cathy stood in the far corner of the room so he could get a good look at the burgundy see-through negligee she was wearing. He'd bought it for her on Valentine's Day. She sauntered up to him with her hips swaying like a runway model. Her lips turned up with a devilish little grin as she started unbuttoning his shirt. "Do you think you could help me with this itch I have between my legs, honey?"
"You know I have a growing concern for any problem you have down there, honey."
She couldn't help but giggle at his double entendre response. "Ummm," she cooed, "it sounds like we might be able to help each other," she said while pulling his shirt over his shoulders. With his shirt lying crumpled on the floor, she knelt in front of him and started on his trousers next. "I'm sure I can help alleviate your growing concerns."
Al's rock-hard cock sprang from its confines and stood proud as his lovely wife pulled his pants down. "Oh, you really are concerned, aren't you," she teased.
"Ohhh, Godddd," he moaned at the touch of her tongue lightly caressing his balls. His breathing had already become erratic as she took him in and out of her mouth, occasionally teasing him with the tip of her tongue. About the time his legs were about to collapse, Cathy crawled on the bed with her hands and knees and looked behind her.
"Yooo-Hooo," she called with a grin.
He knew that look and he knew what it meant when she took that position, she wanted to be fucked. Even in the flickering candlelight, he could see glistening moisture between her legs. He moved to the side of the bed and took aim. She took his six inches of hard flesh with no trouble. "God that feels so good," she sighed.
Al leaned over and started pinching her nipples which brought more cries of ecstasy. "Harder, honey, give it to me hard, ram it in," she shrieked. That was new. She loved to just fuck sometimes instead of making love, but she'd never asked for it to be rammed in like that before. Nevertheless, her wish was his command.
"Oh God, oh God," she screamed with each stroke.
"Oh, oh," he grunted, "I'm... I'm getting close... I... I don't think I can..."
"Come for me, baby, come hard, come on... " Cathy yelled.
Al let out a hellish sound of amatory euphoria as he climaxed, shooting again and again. Cathy pushed back into him with every spasm. When he was sure he was done, Al collapsed beside his bride on the bed. He closed his eyes while trying to regain control of his breathing. Cathy settled down next to him and swung her leg over his deflating cock.
It was a couple of minutes before he could even speak. "You didn't get to come, I'm sorry. You had me halfway there with that blow job."
"Don't be silly. You don't have to apologize. We don't always have to come together. The night is young. I'm sure you'll have me climbing the walls like always before we're done."
"That's the intention," he confirmed.
They both smothered the other with kisses until Al started to feel his cock begin to stir again. He took his wife's hand from his chest and started messaging her palm with his thumbs. When she started to moan already, he began to suck on her fingers. He knew her erogenous zones very well and had her motor revving in no time. Cathy closed her eyes to savor the warm and loving feeling building in her loins. He rolled over and hovered above her, braced on one elbow while kissing behind her ear. Slowly, he worked his way down, paying particular attention to her hardened nipples.
"Oh, oh, oh, yes," she whimpered. Uncontrollably, her pelvis rose to meet him at the touch of his tongue. He may have failed to get her off from behind, but he knew how to make up for it. "Oh, my God," she screamed. Her upper body spasmed upward, and her hands clinched at the sheets as Al sucked on her clit, rolling it with his tongue. Shock wave after shock wave fired every neurotransmitter of pleasure.
Al smiled and watched as his wife threw her head back and arched her spine in ecstasy. It was only the first of three epic orgasms he would give his lovely bride in succession.
"Come on up here and lie on your back," she huffed in between trying to catch her breath.
Al scooted up and lay down alongside her. He was so hard, his skin was stretched to the max. Cathy threw her leg over him and reached between her legs, guiding his love-hardened flesh, home.
"Oh," he felt his heart skip a beat as she moved her hips back and forth. She rested both hands on his chest and used it to slowly raise and lower herself. It didn't take long before they were both close.
"I... I'm... I'm going to..."
"Shhhhh," she shushed him as she closed her eyes and pictured her handsome husband in her mind. "Me too," she whispered. "Just let it happen."
That was all he needed to hear. Al reached out for her as he exploded with euphoria. He felt her pounding on his chest and knew she was coming at the same time. Her body writhed and jerked as she felt his cock twitch with every discharge.
Cathy finally collapsed but held her hips in place so she could feel him shrinking inside. It wasn't until his flaccid love tool popped out that she rolled off of him. "Oh, God, that was good," she said while still gasping a little.
"Damn, honey, that was incredible," he replied with a slight wheeze in his voice.
They both had broad smiles as they cuddled and dropped off to dreamland.
"What the..." At first, Al thought he was dreaming. His mind had not yet become fully aware of what was waking him up. He opened one eye and looked toward the nightstand for the offending noise. His phone was glowing. He knew it wasn't the alarm, that was even more aggravating and it was still dark in the room. As he swung his legs over the side and sat up he felt his wife stirring.
"Al, what's going on?"
"I don't know yet," he said while reaching for his phone. "Somebody's calling."
"At this hour?"
"Hello," he mumbled. A few moments later, Al jumped up and yelled, "I'll be there in twenty-five minutes!"
"Al, what's the matter? What happened?" pleaded his scared wife.
"Someone tried to burn down the studio," he anxiously responded. "The cops and the fire department are there now."
"I'm going with you."
"Well, hurry and get something on, we got to go!"
Thank heaven the expressways weren't very busy at three in the morning. They could see all the flashing lights as they approached. A grey-haired cop in uniform introduced himself as Sergeant Jergins as they stepped from the car.
"I'm Al Hodges, the owner. This is my wife, Cathy." Al was visibly shaken. "Is there a lot of damage?"
"Naw, hardly any. It happened in the back, by the alley. Come on, I'll show you."
The sergeant was right. It was a brick building and the back door was steel, so except for a little scorching, everything was fine. Al was a little confused. The cop seemed to be showing a lot more concern than the little bit of damage warranted. He got the impression the good sergeant wanted to talk to him, but not in front of Cathy. He knew she didn't have her keys with her so he handed her his key ring.
"Honey, do me a favor. Take one of the officers with you and go inside to make sure nothing got damaged in the studio, will you? I'll be in there in a couple minutes. I just want to check a couple more things out here, first."
"Okay, honey."
One of the female cops standing near heard the exchange and volunteered to accompany her.
"Okay, sergeant, is there something you're not telling me?"
"Yes, sir. Do you have any enemies; maybe been fooling around with some of the married models?"
The question was extremely insulting and Al was not shy about expressing his feelings. "No, sergeant!" he angrily spat. "I do not fool around with the models or anyone else. How about you? Do you fool around with lady cops like the one with my wife? I didn't check; is she married?"
"All right, all right, don't get your panties in a bunch," growled the man in blue. "Your righteous indignation is duly noted, but somebody doesn't like you and you need to be straight with me."
"I am being straight. This was probably some kids or something."
"I don't think so." He looked over his shoulder. "Ray," he called out to one of the firemen still lingering around. "You want to bring that thing over and show it to Mr. Hodges, here."
"You know I can't do that, Sarge. It's already secured."
"Ray, for Pete's sake, it's put together with tissue paper and bubble gum. There's no way that thing's going to go off. Come on, who knows, Hodges here might see something that'll give him a clue to who built it."
Ray hesitated. It was against procedure, but the sergeant was right. It wasn't about to go off. The fireman brought over a charred, half-burned box with some wires sticking out.
"What is that?"
"It's a homemade bomb. Fortunately for you, whoever put it together didn't know what they were doing. It overheated and caught on fire instead of blowing up."
"A bomb," muttered Al in astonishment. "I swear, I don't have the foggiest idea who would do something like this."
"Ah huh, no clue at all?" the sergeant asked with skepticism. "Usually, people don't have enemies like this without knowing."
"I swear to you, I have absolutely no idea."
The sergeant had been on the job for more than twenty years. He could usually tell when someone was lying. His demeanor changed for the better when he decided Al was telling the truth. "Okay, sorry for the crack about the models. I'm just trying to get to the truth—for your own protection."
"Understood," responded Al. "Listen, don't say anything about this to my wife, okay? I don't want to worry her."
"That's not a good idea," the sergeant replied. "I understand you not wanting to worry her, but she could also be a target. We don't know who this individual is or why he's focused on you, but she should be warned so she knows to stay vigilant."
Al took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. "I suppose you're right."
When they both entered the studio, Cathy and the female cop were just finishing their inspection.
"Honey, from what we can see, I don't think anyone got inside. Nothing's damaged, and as far as I can tell, nothing is missing," Cathy commented.
"Thanks, hon, you too, officer," he responded. "Honey, the sergeant here doesn't believe what happened was just some childish mischief. It appears someone might have it in for me."
"What? Who?"
"I have no idea," he replied while shaking his head in disbelief. "It's probably nothing, but until we can get to the bottom of it, I want you to be careful. Don't go approaching any strange cars or anything like that. If you go out for lunch it might be a good idea to take someone with you, or better yet, take your lunch and eat it at work."
"Are you serious?"
"It's for the best, Mrs. Hodges," added the sergeant.
Cathy just stood there looking at the two of them for a moment. "What aren't you telling me?"
"It... it appears someone tried to bomb the place, hon."
"WHAT? Oh, my God. Are you sure?"
"Yeah," Al confirmed with a small nod. "It didn't go off, but it's what started the fire."
Cathy's legs got a little wobbly, so she took a seat while the police sergeant talked with her husband.
"Do you have any security cameras, Mr. Hodges?"
"Ah, in the office, yeah, I turn them on when I leave at night. I also have a silent alarm connected to you guys. I don't have anything outside, though."
"Okay. Look, you're in the business. I'm sure it'd be nothing for you to rig up a couple of hidden cameras out there someplace."
"Yeah, good idea, I'll set a couple up tomorrow."
"Okay, good. Well, I see the FD boys have taken off for now but there'll be a fire inspector out in the morning." He looked at the female in uniform. "Are you ready, officer Dar?"
"Yes, sergeant," she answered.
There was nothing more that Al or Cathy could do so they headed home. It was four-thirty when they walked in.
Cathy proceeded directly to the kitchen. "I won't get any more sleep tonight. I'm going to make coffee."
"Make enough for me, too," Al replied. In the meantime, he sat in front of the computer and looked up reviews for security cameras. Pricewise, they were all over the map: everything from twenty-five dollars to hundreds, but he was looking for other features, as well. Of course, it had to be wireless, but he also wanted something weatherproof with night vision and infrared to capture a good picture in the dark. Since he was no electrical engineer, it also had to be easy to install. He found three models, any one of which would suffice.
He was still reading when Cathy came up and stood next to him. She put her arm around him as she looked toward the screen. "Whatcha doing?"
"I want to get cameras set up as soon as possible. I think I found what I want. I was just looking to see who carries them in the area."
"Coffee's ready."
"Okay, hon. Pour me a cup and I'll be there in just a minute."
She leaned down and gave him a peck on the cheek before leaving.
"Thanks, hon," he said as he joined his wife at the kitchen table. They sat and talked about various things until they both chuckled at the sound of the alarm coming from the bedroom. "Well, time to get up," Al joked.
Before leaving for the studio, Al reminded his bride again about being careful. Of course, by lunchtime, she'd forgotten all about it. She was able to leave a few minutes early which put her ahead of the usual crowd. With her car keys in hand, she reached to unlock the door when a man's hand grabbed tightly around her wrist and swung her around, pushing her back against the car. Cathy's terrified eyes met those of anger. She tried to free her hand but his grip only got stronger.
"Tony, you're hurting me, let go."
He reached up with his other hand and squeezed her lips together so she couldn't talk. "Evidently I didn't make myself clear yesterday. Get in my car, cunt. We're going to the apartment."



She resisted as he started forcing her to his car when they heard a voice. "Cathy, are you okay? The figure who had just exited the building could see she was struggling. "Hey, you, let her go!"
"Get out of here and mind your own business," Tony growled.
The lonely individual ran back into the building. Tony laughed, "So much for heroes, huh?"
Just then the guy came back out with two more people, one was a security guard. Tony saw them briskly walking in his direction so he let Cathy go, jumped into his car and took off with tires squealing. Cathy was rubbing her wrist when the men reached her.
It was the guard who first inquired, "Are you okay?"
"Yeah, thanks to you guys."
She recognized Tim as being the first person who saw what was happening and got the reinforcements. He worked for the same company she did. "Are you sure? Who was that guy?"
"I don't know; never saw him before," she lied. "Just some crackpot I guess." She thanked everyone again then asked Tim if he wanted to have lunch with her. "My treat," she offered. She wasn't sure if Tony was still around, but she didn't want to get caught alone again.
All through lunch and for the rest of the day, Cathy wondered why Tony was acting so crazy. Hell, they'd only had sex seven or eight times. Now she had a slight bruise on her wrist to go with the one on her face, although the new one was barely noticeable. Someone would have to be looking hard to see it.
Earlier that day, Al was a little spooked as he opened the studio. He looked around before turning the key. When Michelle came in about ten minutes behind him, he sat her down and explained what happened. He asked if she'd seen anything or anyone who looked suspicious on her way in. She said she didn't notice anything out of the ordinary, but he could see fear in her eyes.
"Look, Michelle, why don't you take the day off. Go home, put your feet up on something, and relax. I'll take care of things here and I'll still pay you."
"Al, we have three shoots today. I'm not going anywhere."
He sighed and tried to show his displeasure, but the truth was, he was glad she didn't take him up on his offer. It was going to be a busy day, and without her help, he'd be there till midnight.
They were in the middle of setting up for their first shoot when a stranger walked in. Immediately, Al's first thought was to protect Michelle. Thankfully, that wouldn't be necessary and his nerves calmed as the guy introduced himself.
"Mr. Hodges, my name is Pat Sorenson. I'm an inspector attached to the Chicago Fire Department's arson unit. I understand you had a little problem here last night."
Al inwardly sighed with relief. "Yes, sir, Mr. Sorenson, evidently somebody tried to bomb the building."
"There's no evidently about it. Someone most definitely tried. Thankfully, they didn't have the slightest idea of what they were doing. They obviously got the plans from the internet. They had match heads as the main charge but used the wrong casing. That caused a low-order detonation which triggered the fire instead of an explosion.
"The police report says you have no idea who could have done it. You can't think of anyone, a ticked-off client perhaps?"
"I can't think of a soul, Inspector. We don't work with the public. We don't shoot weddings or anything like that. This is a commercial studio. We work with ad agencies, mostly."
The inspector looked over at Michelle. "How about you, young lady, can you think of anyone who would want to put this place out of business?"
"Not at all," she replied.
"Okay. Well, I'm going to go around to the back. I'll be taking lots of pictures and rummaging around to see if anything was missed in the dark of night. I'll stop back in before I go. In the meantime, if you think of anything that can help in the investigation, please write it down so you don't forget."
"Will do, Inspector, and thanks," Al said.
Later, as Cathy and Al sat eating dinner, she asked if there were any new developments as to the attempted bombing. Al told her about the fire inspector before asking about her day. Cathy left out the part about Tony and only mentioned that the company had surpassed their quota for the quarter.
Al mentioned that he had ordered several outdoor cameras from Amazon, and he'd install them as soon as they were delivered the following day.
The next morning, Diane was anxiously waiting in the office for her friend to arrive. She pounced as soon as Cathy sat down at her desk. "Okay, spill it," she demanded. "It's all over the whole building that you got mugged yesterday at lunchtime. What the fuck is going on, and don't you dare tell me you have it handled because you obviously don't."
Cathy sighed. She really didn't want to tell anyone but Diane was a trusted friend. "Okay, let's have lunch at Plato's Place and I'll tell you all about it."
For the next few hours, Cathy was having trouble concentrating on her job. She was actually looking forward to talking to Diane. She'd kept her secret and felt so guilty for the past several months, maybe unloading her burden would give her a little relief.
The two ladies sat down and waited till the waitress took their orders before Diane started with her inquisition. "Okay, if Al didn't give you that shiner, somebody did. I'm guessing you have a boyfriend."
Cathy sighed inwardly. No one ever accused Diane of being stupid. "Yes, but you have to promise never to mention this to anyone. I've already broken it off with him and I'm sorry it ever started up in the first place."
"Who is it; somebody I know?"
Cathy lowered her voice. "No, I don't think you know him." She hesitated again, "Di, promise me you won't say anything to anyone about this."
"I promise," replied Diane. "I'd never do anything to hurt you, you know that."
"I know, it's just that..." she stopped for just a second before indulging her friend. "His name is Tony Belshaw. We were introduced at lunch by a friend of mine."
"Some friend," Diane sarcastically stated.
"Oh, I'm sure Audrey has no idea what he's actually like. At first, he comes off as this really cool guy. He's good-looking, funny, and has personality oozing from every pore. He also has this air of danger about him, kind of like a bad boy in the three-piece suit."
Diane was determined not to be judgemental, but she just couldn't help herself. "Cath, I still don't understand how you fell into bed with this guy, not when you've got a guy like Al waiting at home for you."
"I know," she sadly responded, "but It wasn't really my idea—not at first, anyway. He practically raped me the first time it happened. I was at Carl's Diner. I was eating lunch alone when he came in and spotted me. He didn't even ask to sit down, he just did. Within five minutes he made a pass at me.
"I needed a couple minutes to try and figure out how I was going to handle it. I had no intention of having sex with him, but at the same time, I was attracted to him. I excused myself and went to the lady's room to think. I wasn't in there very long. I had decided to simply tell him I was happily married and hoped he wouldn't pursue it any further, but he was waiting for me in the hallway when I came out.
"He grabbed my wrists and pinned them to the wall above my head then kissed me—hard. Then he crossed my wrists and held them together with one hand while he pulled my skirt up with the other. He stuck his hand down my panties and started fingering me."
"Jesus, Cathy, why didn't you cry rape?"
"I know, I know, I should have stopped him immediately, but I was scared. I didn't know what to do. Nothing like that had ever happened to me before. I'm sure he saw the fear in my eyes. I think he got off on it because he smiled and kissed me again.
"You should have kneed him in the balls."
"I know. I wasn't thinking. My mind was in kind of a fog."
"So what happened?"
Cathy hesitated. Admitting what happened next was excruciating. "Despite the fear, I was also excited. He could obviously feel how wet I was and took it as an invitation. He pulled me into the men's room and pushed me down, over one of the sinks. I... I just stayed there, like I was frozen in place, while he pulled my skirt up, and jerked my panties down."
"Cathy, how could you let him..." she stopped in mid-sentence when she saw the shame on her friend's face.
"I... I was just so... I don't know, overwhelmed, I guess you'd say. It all happened so fast and he was so domineering, I... I felt helpless."
"Jesus, Cathy, you should have gone to the police."
"It's too late now," Cathy responded.
"Not necessarily, is that when he hit you?"
Cathy shook her head no. "This happened a few months ago. That's what I mean, it's too late."
Diane was having a hard time putting two and two together. If it happened that far back, why did he slap her a couple days ago? Then it dawned on her. "You haven't been sleeping with him? Not after all that."
"Yeah," she replied. "I know how wrong it was but it was just so damned exciting, at least in the beginning. He was just so forceful, so dominant. I always felt so helpless. Who could possibly blame me for fucking somebody if I couldn't do anything to stop them? It was like role-playing, at least that's how I looked at it. Tony, however, took it a lot more seriously.
"He has a key to some buddy's apartment that he can use during the day when his friend is at work. It's not far from here. About a week after he screwed me in the restaurant he was waiting for me in the parking lot at lunchtime. He had me follow him to the apartment. He wasn't any more gentle there than he was the first time but we had a bed and more privacy.
"The first time we went there, he ordered me to undress for him while he sat and watched me. God, Di, it was... I don't know, I don't know how to explain it. My hands were shaking as I unbuttoned my blouse. When I was naked, he told me to put my hands at my sides and just stand there a minute while he stared at me. After he got undressed, he screwed me missionary style the first time, then made me suck him to get him back up faster before taking me again from behind. I hate to admit it, but I got off both times."
"Oh, Cathy," was all her friend could say.
"I know. You can't imagine how guilty I felt, afterward."
"Why did he slap you?"
"Well, over the last several weeks we did it a few more times, but after a little while, he started getting really possessive. He kept telling me I was his woman now; he owned my pussy, things like that. It was a little disconcerting. I wasn't sure if he was serious or just upping the roleplay thing, but I'd made up my mind I was going to end it with him. A few days later he met me in the parking lot again but I told him I had a business luncheon and couldn't go with him.
"I don't know if he got mad, or what, but the next day he told me I had to fuck his friend for letting us use the apartment. Then he said I was no longer allowed to have sex with Al. Can you imagine the gall?"
"What'd you say?"
"I was afraid to say anything. I figured I'd just avoid him from then on and eventually he'd get the idea. I started parking my car on the street instead of the lot and I used the south entrance of the building to come and go. It worked, too, until the other day."
"That's when he slapped you?"
"Yeah; he followed me to Denny's. I didn't even see him until he sat down. He was mad as hell. He asked me why I'd been avoiding him and not answering his texts. I told him it was over. I wasn't going to stop having sex with Al and I sure as hell wasn't about to fuck his buddy. That's when he slapped me. The waitress saw it and grabbed a couple of guys from the counter and told him to leave. A little later, when I was done eating, one of the guys walked me to my car."
"What are you going to do? Based on that little scene in the parking lot yesterday, it doesn't seem like he's about to give up."
"I don't know, and now I may have an even bigger problem."
"What's that?"
"The night before last, someone tried to bomb Al's studio."
"What? Oh my God, is he all right?"
"Yeah, it was like three in the morning. Al and I were in bed when the cops called. The bomb was a dud, but I can only think of one person who might do something like that."
"You don't mean Tony?"
"Who else? Al doesn't have an enemy in the world. Tony's the only one I can think of that has a motive, or at least thinks he does."
"Oh, Cathy, you've got to go to the police. He might come after Al personally, next time, or maybe you again."
"I don't know what I'm going to do, Di. You're right, I know I have to talk to the police but then they'll talk to Al. He'll find out about my affair and my marriage will be over. God," she said, looking up with tears in her eyes, "why did I ever do this? It was so stupid."
Diane had no words of wisdom, no words of comfort. Her friend was in pain but it was self-inflicted. She knew her heart should be breaking in sympathy but a part of her was saying, you brought it on yourself, dumb-ass. She reached across the table and took Cathy's hand. "It's going to come out, you know that."
Cathy nodded, but the tears were starting to flow harder and she found it difficult to talk.
"Honey, I wouldn't let Al find out from the cops. That'll make it even worse. You're going to have to own up to it. You've got to tell him. If you keep quiet and something happens to Al, you'd never forgive yourself."
"I know. Jesus, Diane, I've never even thought of cheating on Al before. I can't believe I got myself into this mess. I'm so scared. I know I'm going to lose him," she said while wiping her eyes with a paper napkin.
"I wish I had some comforting words for you, Cath, but I don't. You made a mistake, a big one, now you have to face the consequences."
"I know," she sniffled. "I'll tell him tonight when he gets home. Oh, Diane, I'm so scared. I don't think my marriage is going to survive."
Diane took a breath and let it out with a sigh. "I don't know what to tell you, Cath. From what you say, it sounds like it's going to come out one way or another. I really think it's better to try and get out ahead of it."
Cathy was still drying her eyes. "Can you do me favor, Di? Will you tell them at work that I got sick and went home? I can't go back in there right now. I need some time to prepare."
"Sure, Cath. You think you'll be in tomorrow?"
"I don't know," she stated. "It depends on how things go tonight."
The two friends paid up, then took off in different directions. Cathy had never experienced such an acute feeling of dread in her life.
When she got home, Cathy didn't even think about fixing Al his favorite meal or any other way of trying to cushion the blow. He would see it as a trivial effort to diminish her crime, "I cheated on you but I made your favorite dinner to make up for it." No, that wasn't going to work at all.
What she did consider was whether to try and stifle her emotions or not. She wasn't sure she could talk to him without bawling her eyes out, anyway, but should she try? Would showing herself as a strong woman, resolute in her promise to never do anything like that again, be more convincing than just showing her shame and despair? Al was a strong person, himself, and admired strength in others, but in this case, would he see it as her being unremorseful? She had no idea, nor did she have a clue as to how she would even start the conversation. Her eyes started to water.
As she sat, Cathy contemplated the end of her marriage, but what was even worse was how it would affect Al. She could only imagine the hurt she was going to cause by reversing roles; what if it was he who cheated? How would she feel? Just the mere thought broke her heart. She tried in vain trying to come up with a way to soften the blow, but it was no use. No matter how many times she ran over different scenarios in her mind, nothing was going to save her marriage or Al's feelings.
She glanced at her phone and saw it was going on four o'clock. She really didn't feel like cooking, she felt like crying—like going upstairs, lying down on the bed, and bawling her eyes out, that's what she felt like doing. All she could think to do was send Al a text.
Hi, honey, anything new on the bombing?
She was surprised when he answered just a few minutes later. He was usually very busy and sometimes took hours to get back to her.
Hi, hon, no, I haven't heard anything.
Would you mind if we ordered a pizza? I'm feeling a little under the weather and don't feel like cooking tonight.
That's fine with me, hon. I should be home about six. How about if I pick one up on the way?
That would be great.
Can I pick you up anything at the drug store?
No thanks, honey. I'm feeling a little blah, but I'll be fine. Love you.
Love you too.
*****
Diane was a little surprised to see her friend arrive at work the following morning. "I didn't think you'd be in today," she said, pulling Cathy to the corner of the room and speaking softly. "How'd it go?"
"I couldn't do it, Di. I chickened out."
"Okay, maybe that's a good thing," Diane replied. "Follow me."
Cathy followed her friend into the lady's room. Diane checked under the doors of each stall to make sure they were alone before speaking. "I was talking to my daughter last night. She works for a judge. She said you should get a restraining order. It's easy, there's only a couple of forms you download from the Net. Fill them out and file them at the County Clerks Office. That's all there is to it.
"When you're done, text the asshole and tell him what you did. Tell him you'll have him arrested if he bothers you or Al again. I doubt very much if he hassles you after that, not if he knows he'll get arrested. You might even mention that you know it was him who tried to bomb Al's studio."
"But I don't know that... not for sure."
"You said yourself, Al didn't have any enemies; who else would it be?"
"It's worth a try. I swear, Di, if I get out of this with my marriage intact, I will never, EVER even look at another man again for as long as I live."
That afternoon, Cathy went to HR and said she still wasn't feeling very well and asked to go home. She wanted to make sure she got to the house before Al. She signed on to her laptop and downloaded the forms she needed, filled them out, and stuck them into her purse. Next, she looked to see where the nearest circuit court building was. The following day she called in sick one more time so she could file the paperwork. She found the building with no trouble. The officer just inside the entrance directed her to the clerk's office.
She could feel her heart pounding as she got in a short line. She kept reciting a silent prayer with every step closer as the people in front of her were helped, 'please let this work,' 'please let this work.'
"Yes, Ma'am, how can I help you?"
Cathy stepped up and laid the forms down in front of them. "Yes, Ma'am, I... I want to file these and get a restraining order," she nervously told the elderly woman behind the counter.
The woman glanced at the affidavits and handed them back to Cathy. "Go around here to the gate," she said, motioning the way with her hand, "I'll get someone to help you."
Cathy thanked the woman and started for the gate as the woman called out for Aaron. A tall man who looked to be in his thirties opened the gate for her and asked Cathy to follow him to his desk. "Okay, how can I help?" he asked as they each sat down.
"Ah, there's a... a man harassing me and my husband. I want to get a restraining order on him."
"Okay, are those the affidavits?" he asked, nodding to the papers Cathy was holding.
"Oh, yes, sorry," she said as she handed him the paperwork.



"Okay, let's see what we have here, Ms... Hodges," he said as he started to read. "Has this Tony ever put his hands on you or your husband, ever been physical wit..." He stopped for a second. "Alan Hodges? Is your husband a photographer?"
Cathy's heart just dropped, over two million people in Chicago and she runs into one that knows her husband? She was nervous before, now she almost broke out in a cold sweat. She didn't know how to answer, but before she knew it, she heard the words coming from her mouth. "Yes, he is," she said before even realizing it. Now she had to go into damage control. "How did you know that?" she asked.
"My wife is a part-time hand model. She's worked with him a few times. She really likes him, says she wishes all the photographers were as professional as he is."
Cathy gave him a nervous smile, but couldn't think of anything to say. She was glad he only knew Al through his wife and was reassured that her secret would remain safe.
"Sorry," the young man apologized. "I didn't mean to get off the subject here. I was asking if this Tony has ever gotten physical with either you or your husband?"
She had already told the police she had no idea who would bomb Al's studio and she wasn't sure it was him, so she wasn't going to mention that. "He slapped me one time, not very hard but it stung a little. I didn't mention it to Al because I didn't want him going after Tony and maybe getting into trouble."
"Okay," he said, making a notation on the corner of the application. "Anything else?"
"No, it was just that one time, but he won't leave me alone."
"How do you know him?"
"He works with a friend of mine. He sat down at our table while we were having lunch. Since then he's been trying to get me to sleep with him. I keep refusing but he just gets more insistent."
"Has he ever gone after your husband, tried to confront him, or pick a fight with him?"
"No, I don't think he'd dare, but I don't want to take a chance."
"Ms. Hodges, does Al know this guy is hassling you?"
"No, I'm just worried he'd go after him and wind up in jail. I would appreciate it if you didn't mention it to your wife."
"No, of course not," he affirmed. "Okay, this will be filed in the third district court tomorrow morning. Anthony Belshaw will not be allowed within one-hundred feet of you or your husband. If he approaches you, call nine-one-one immediately and he'll be arrested for stalking."
It suddenly felt as if someone took the weight of the entire world off her shoulders. "Thank you, Mr..."
"Aaron, Aaron Nelson. My wife's name is Peggy if it ever comes up," he said, with a smile.
Cathy thanked him again and left the building feeling better than she had in several days. She couldn't wait to text her antagonist.
Tony: I just filed a restraining order on you. If you come within 100 ft. of me, I'll have you arrested. I'm sure you don't want to have your wife bail you out of jail, so leave me alone.
She was relieved when he didn't reply. I'm going to have to buy Diane lunch, she thought with a smile.
Diane was happy to see Cathy at work the next day. She was getting worried. "So, did you do it? Did you get the restraining order?"
"Yes, I did," she replied with a big smile. "Lunch for you and your daughter is on me if she can join us."
"Evie works downtown. She'd never make it, but I'll take you up on it," Diane responded with a grin. "Did you email the bastard yet?"
"I sent him a text. He hasn't gotten back to me so I'm hoping I've heard the last from him."
"Good, I hope you meant what you said about never looking at another man, again."
"So help me, God, Di," she said while raising her right hand to swear. "I've learned my lesson, never again."
Cathy checked her phone again at the end of the day, still nothing from the asshole. She felt on top of the world by the time she got home. She was in the kitchen, singing and humming to herself when Al walked in. He chuckled when he reached the kitchen doorway.
"Wow, someone feels happy," he joked.
She walked up, threw her arms around his neck, and stared into his blue eyes. "And why not, look who I'm married to," she said before planting a French kiss on him.
Cathy couldn't wait to get Al in bed after dinner. Once again, she needed to feel rededicated to her marriage. Even if he wasn't aware of it, it was a must, a necessity to show her husband that she belonged to him and only to him.
Later that night, she literally turned him inside out, getting him to come four times. It was an extremely satisfying night for both, even if it was for different reasons.
Of course, only Diane knew why, but several of Cathy's co-workers remarked on her bubbly demeanor during the following week. The smile never left her face during the day, and the nightly bedroom workouts with Al didn't hurt either. By the next weekend, Cathy had relegated Tony to a bad, distant memory. It wasn't until the ensuing Tuesday that he popped her balloon.
She was sitting at her desk that afternoon when she heard her phone buzz with a text message. She finished what she was working on before checking it several minutes later. She could almost feel the color drain from her face as the photo stared back at her. Cathy instinctively pressed the face of the phone to her chest and quickly looked around to make sure no one else saw it before sticking it back into her purse and making a beeline for the women's washroom. She walked directly into the first stall and locked the door behind her. She lowered the toilet lid and sat down before her legs gave out on her.
Cathy took a couple of deep breaths before pulling the phone back out of her purse and looking at the vile picture again. Most of her body was blocked but her face was very prominently displayed, looking at the naked man who was obviously fucking her. She knew it was a fake. Tony was the only other man she'd been with since she married Al, and this wasn't Tony. Of course not, he'd never send a picture of himself, but she knew he sent it. There was no one else who'd do such a thing. She was so angry; she didn't even realize what a chance she was taking, calling him from a public washroom. She could literally hear the smirk on his face when he answered.
"You know my husband is a photographer!" she almost shouted. "He'll take one look at that picture and know it's a fake, instantly."
"Cathy, I have no idea what you're talking about, but it sounds like something we should discuss in person; lunch, tomorrow, Plato's Place."
The line went dead before she had a chance to say anything else. Damn him, she silently cursed. What a mess, she thought. He knew she'd do almost anything to protect her marriage and he was using it for leverage.
That night she was so quiet that Al wondered if there was a problem. She told him she was just tired and had several issues at work with which she was dealing. He, of course, accepted her explanation and offered any help he could provide, but she begged off, telling him she'd work it out.
She got very little sleep that night but had a plan by morning. Al always left the house for work long before she did. That gave her a chance to go into their home office and take the digital mini recorder that Al used for making notes. She'd watched him use it enough times that she knew there were different channels on which she could record. She found one that was blank and set it up to record at the push of a button.
When Cathy got to work, she enlisted the aid of her friend. Diane was a little reluctant to get involved. She certainly didn't want the creep harassing her, but Cathy assured her that wouldn't happen.
A little after noon, Cathy nervously sat in Plato's Place waiting for her tormentor. She reached into her purse and turned her recording device on as soon as she saw him pull into the parking lot. He literally made her skin crawl as she watched him swagger toward her table and take a seat. He paid no attention to the woman sitting alone at the next table. Cathy leaned forward and lowered her voice to greet him. "You really are a piece of scum, you know that?"
He just smiled. "Let me have your purse," he demanded.
"What? My purse, what for?"
"Just let me have it," he reiterated.
"No, I'm not giving you my purse."
"Give me your purse or this meeting is over and your husband will have the pictures in his email before he comes home tonight."
She knew this moment would come and thought about how she should act. Reluctantly, she handed him her purse.
Sitting right on top of everything else, was Cathy's phone. Knowing he had outsmarted her, a big grin stretched across Tony's face as he saw the record function activated. He picked it up and turned off the recorder.
Cathy lowered her head as if she'd just been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.
"Did you really think I was stupid enough to let you record our conversation?" He chuckled while handing her purse back.
Cathy worked hard to keep the smile from her lips. Thanks to her husband's propensity for Sherlock Holmes mysteries, she learned that if someone is looking for something, they stop looking once they think they've found it. To protect something of value, hide it in plain sight, then conceal a decoy.
"That picture won't do you any good," Cathy told him. "You know my husband's a photographer. He'll know that picture's a fake in two seconds."
"I don't think so. I paid good money to a professional graphic artist to have it done. He assures me nobody will be able to tell, not even under a microscope."
Just then the waitress came and took their orders. Cathy ordered a salad but Tony only ordered coffee. They resumed their conversation as soon as she left.
"Tony, I won't be your sex slave."
"Then you won't likely be married much longer," he replied. "Look, Brian..."
"Who's Brian?"
They stopped talking as the waitress came back with Cathy's salad and Tony's coffee. They waited until she was out of range to hear.
"Brian's the guy whose apartment we've been using. He's single. He has no problem telling your husband that you two have been fucking each other's brains out for months. I even told him enough about the things you do in bed to make it convincing. He also knows about the little brown landing strip you have down there. Believe me, together with the picture, he'll have your hubby thoroughly persuaded that he's married to a slut."
A cold chill went up Cathy's back. She just prayed her ace-in-the-hole worked.
"He's getting anxious, by the way," Tony continued. "He's looking forward to fucking the shit out of you. Ever since I told him how well you suck cock, he's been chomping at the bit."
"I'm not your whore," she stated.
"Oh yes you are," he responded. "That's exactly what you are. Brian and I talked about some threesomes, know what spit-roasting is?" She shook her head no. "You're on your hands and knees in the middle with one cock down your throat and another in your pussy at the same time. Another fun activity is DP, double penetration. That's where you have one of us inside your pussy and the other up your ass. We might invite a third guy and make you air-tight. I'm even going to use you to keep a few of my clients happy from time to time."
Ace or no ace, she couldn't keep the tears from coming as she listened to what he had planned for her.
"Now," he said as he downed the last of his coffee, "you will be at the apartment tomorrow at noon or Brian sends that picture to your husband, along with enough details of your bedroom skills to make him a believer."
With tears dripping down her cheek, Cathy nodded her head.
"I'll let you pay for the coffee," he said as he got up to leave. "Remember, noon, don't be late. Oh," he leaned in close so only Cathy could hear him, "and I want that fucking restraining order canceled this afternoon." With those parting words, he left. Cathy watched through the window as he drove out of the parking lot.
"Jesus, what an asshole," Diane grunted as she moved over to Cathy's table.
"Did we get it?"
"Oh, yeah, I kept looking to make sure it was still recording. Just to make sure, I had the recorder on my phone going as well." She handed Cathy the digital recorder that had been sitting toward the nearest edge of Diane's table the whole time. Cathy hit the stop button, then the rewind, then the play. There was some background noise but Tony's voice was loud and clear. She had the whole conversation on tape, every threatening syllable. She sighed with relief. She knew she had him.
Under the guise of asking what he wanted for dinner, Cathy called Al as soon as she got back to the office. After he offered a couple of suggestions, she asked him what time he'd be home. He told her he was pretty busy and it would be around seven. That would give her time to do what she needed, but just to make sure, she wondered if she could get off a little early. She knocked on her boss's door and entered on his invite.
"Hal, I have some personal errands I have to get done. Would you mind if I took off around four today?"
"I need that Jenkin's proposal before you go," he replied.
"I put it on your desk earlier. You were on the phone, but I thought you saw me. That's it in the red folder."
He picked it up and glanced through it. "Yeah, this looks good. Okay, as long as all your work is done, I don't have a problem."
"Thanks, Hal. I'll check in with you before I leave."
As per her husband's request, she had to stop for pork chops on the way home, but was pulling into her drive at four-forty-five. She seasoned the chops and let them sit on the counter while she made her way to their home office. She grabbed the two thumb drives she took from the supply closet at work and made copies of the conversation before deleting it from Al's recorder. She plugged one of them into the computer and clipped out the best parts of Tony's threats, then made an audio file and emailed him.
Tony, you're not as smart as you think you are. If you don't want your wife and kids to know what a douchebag you really are, you'll leave me alone and NEVER contact me again, and that goes for your maggot friends, as well.
She sent it off with a copy of the audio file, and figuring she now had him by the balls, sighed with relief. She felt sorry for the next married woman he hooked and wished there was a way to warn the city's entire female population. For now, she'd just settle for ridding herself of the vile creature.
Once again, Al was the unknowing but happy recipient of his wife's victory. That night she did everything she could to kill him with erotic and carnal passions. It was past one AM when she finally snuggled into his arms as they drifted off in a deep, sated sleep. Unfortunately, their post-coital slumber wasn't long-lived.
"Uugh, what now?" Al mumbled as he awoke. It took him a second to identify the irritating noise. It was his phone. "Shit, not again?" It wasn't even four o'clock yet, he knew whoever was calling wasn't going to have good news.
Cathy stirred as he got out of bed and walked to the dresser to remove his phone from the charger. "What's going on?" she asked.
"I don't know yet," he answered. "Hello... "
Cathy sat up and watched his face as Al listened to whoever was on the other end of the line. She could tell by his expression, it wasn't good.
"Okay, I'll be there in twenty minutes," he finally said.
"Not the studio again?"
"Yeah, that was the cops... another bomb, this time it went off and caused some damage."
"I'm going with you," she announced, throwing the sheet off her naked body.
It was a familiar sight as they pulled up, only this time they both smelled smoke. It was a different cop but the same routine, same questions. Again, both Al and Cathy told the officers they couldn't think of anyone who would do such a thing. As soon as the firemen told them it was okay, Al took a small delegation of cops and firefighters inside where they could assess the damage.
Luckily, the destruction had been contained to the back of the building, away from the studio and all his expensive lighting and cameras. The rear door was blown off its hinges and shrapnel tore into the ceiling and took out the office computer, the coffee maker, and a few other items. The filing cabinet was knocked over from the blast and some of the paperwork was destroyed by water damage.
"I guess it could have been worse," Al said as he looked around at the mess.
"Mr. Hodges, I'm told this was attempted before and you said you were going to install some outside surveillance cameras. Did you do it?" asked the uniformed man in charge.
"Yeah, I did, but I had them going to into this computer," he said, indicating the smashed pile of junk lying on the floor. "They do have mini SD cards inside each unit."
"I'd appreciate it if I could have those. I'll take them to our lab where they can be examined by our IT forensics team," the officer requested.
"Yeah, sure," Al agreed, "I'll go get them right now for you."
It was almost seven in the morning by the time Al and Cathy got back home. Al took a shower, grabbed a cup of coffee, and went right back. He had to call the insurance company and get repairs started. He also wanted to get there before Michelle so she didn't walk into the mess, not knowing the situation.
Again, after explaining what happened, Al told her to go home, and just as before, she refused.
Al took pictures of all the damage done to the office before he and Michelle started cleaning up. In the meantime, Cathy was home, nervously getting ready for work. She wished she could take off, but she had already missed so much, she didn't dare call in.
Diane could tell something was wrong before Cathy even got to her desk. "You look beat," Diane told her friend.
"Yeah, I didn't get much sleep last night."
"Oh, I see," Diane acknowledged with a smile, getting the wrong impression.
Cathy knew what she was thinking. "No, that's not..." she stopped and looked around. "Let's go to the lady's room." Once they checked to make sure they were alone, Cathy's eyes teared up as she unloaded. "Oh, Di, Al's studio was bombed again last night."
"Oh, no! And you think it was Tony?"
"I just don't know who else it could be, Di. I can't believe he would take a chance like this. Maybe his marriage isn't as important to him as I thought. I... I just wish I knew for sure if it was him," she sniffled.
"Cath, who else? Look at the timing. You backed him into a corner with that tape. This is probably his way of warning you that he's willing to go after Al, next. Cathy, you've got to tell Al. You have to warn him."
"Oh, Di, I can't," Cathy cried. "I'll lose him for sure."
"I don't know him that well, but maybe he'll forgive you, I don't know, but if you don't warn him and something happens to him, you'll never forgive yourself, Cath."
"I know, I know," she wept. "You're right, I...I... oh, Diane, what am I going to do?"
Diane put her arms around her distraught friend as she broke down and sobbed. "You've got to do the right thing, hon. No more lies; you've got to tell him the truth."
She knew her friend was right, but that didn't make it any easier. Cathy wandered through the rest of the day like a zombie. Luckily, there was nothing too demanding that she had to contend with. Her driving, on the way home, wasn't much better. She blew right through the stop sign at the end of their street and didn't even realize it until she heard the horn of the car that actually had the right-of-way.
A sudden feeling of loneliness washed over her as she unlocked the door and walked inside. It was so quiet, so empty and still; a prophecy of her future. Still, in a mental fog, she laid her things down and walked to the kitchen. She took the casserole intended for dinner from the fridge and set it on the counter before warming a cup of leftover coffee in the microwave. She had more tears coursing down her cheeks by the time she sat down at the kitchen table to ponder her imminent confession and its aftermath.



"Cathy, what's wrong?"
The concerned tone of her husband's voice broke her absorption. The untouched cup of now cold coffee was still on the table, the casserole still on the counter. Her heart pounded in her chest, her palms started to sweat as she looked into his face, "I'm so sorry," she exclaimed in tears, "I'm so sorry, Al!"
Having no idea what she was talking about, he rushed over and put his arms around his sobbing wife. "Honey, what's the matter? Talk to me, honey. Are you okay?"
Shaking her head with disdain and guilt for her actions, she finally admitted... "I... I know who bombed your studio. His name is Tony Belshaw. We've... we've," she had a hard time saying it. She looked at her stupefied husband. "Please don't hate me, Al, please. We've been having an affair," she cried out before sinking her face in both hands as her crying intensified. She felt his embrace loosen immediately.
"What? What are you talking about? I... I... You've been having an affair?"
Without uncovering her face, she nodded her head.
Al walked over and sat in a chair on the other side of the table. "And you think he's the one who bombed my studio?"
This time she took her hands down and looked up so she could answer him. "I've been trying to break it off with him but he won't take no for an answer. I tried threatening him, I even tried blackmailing him, but he won't back down. I'm pretty sure that bomb was a threat aimed at me. He's letting me know that if I don't do what he says, he'll come after you next. I'm so sorry, Al. I didn't want to hurt you. I tried everything to keep you from finding out, but I had to warn you. I couldn't take a chance of you getting injured."
Al thought back to her bruised face. "Is he the one who gave you the black eye?"
She looked up, surprised. "Yeah," she admitted, "he slapped me the first time I told him it was over. How did you know?"
"That story about getting hit with the bathroom door just sounded a little weird. I didn't question it at the time because I had no cause to distrust you."
They both slipped into a depressive silence as they each assessed the consequences of Cathy's confession. It was Al who finally disturbed the stillness. His voice was unemotional.
"They caught the bomber this afternoon," he flatly stated.
His announcement shocked his wife from her daze. "They caught him? They caught Tony?" She shrieked.
"No, they caught Steve Mcilroy, he's Michelle's boyfriend, or at least was her boyfriend. He was jealous of the hours she's been putting in and didn't like the fact that she was alone with me all the time. He was trying to scare her into quitting. She got a look at him from the surveillance cameras I set up.
"I was going to give you the good news when I walked in but forgot all about it when I saw you crying."
Instantly, Cathy recognized that she'd just made the second biggest mistake of her life. The first was succumbing to Tony's advances, the second was her confession. She had him. She had Tony by the short hairs. If she had just kept her mouth shut she'd have gotten away with it. She burst out in more sobs, but this time Al didn't try to comfort her. Instead, he rose from the chair and left the house. She didn't even realize he was gone until she heard him start the car. By the time she got to the door, he was pulling away.
There was only one place he felt safe, the studio. The back door and one of the windows were boarded up and the air still lingered of that disgusting burnt stench, but nonetheless, it was his sanctuary. Almost unconsciously, he used his new Mr. Coffee to brew a fresh pot and sat in his office chair. Michelle had worked on it for over an hour to get the smell out of it.
He needed to keep his mind occupied. He wasn't ready to deal with Cathy's infidelity yet, so he took his cup into the processing room to go over the day's shoots again. After realizing he'd been staring at the same image for twenty minutes, he gave up and retreated to the dressing room. He had a couch in there for models to relax between shots. He sprawled out with one foot still on the floor and laid his arm across his eyes, blocking the glare from the street lights. His head swirled with a jumbled mess of thoughts bouncing between forgiveness, and divorce. It was all so tiring.
Cathy had no illusions of their marriage continuing. She knew her husband pretty well. He was a fair and just man. He knew people were human and made mistakes, but he'd never trust her again and she knew he wouldn't dedicate himself to someone he couldn't trust. With that knowledge, she went to bed early and cried herself to sleep.
The following morning, two people who had been happily married for years woke up feeling hapless and alone. Michelle picked up on it within minutes of arriving at the studio. Al assured her it had nothing to do with her or her boyfriend, but wasn't ready to answer any questions or expound on his situation.
Cathy, however, needed an outlet. She poured her heart out to Diane, who felt partially responsible for her friend's situation; after all, she was the one who encouraged Cathy to come clean.
"Diane, don't feel bad," Cathy told her. "I thought about it last night. I don't think I would have been able to keep it from Al anyway. He's a good man, Di. He deserves the truth. I screwed up and it's going to cost me dearly, but I have no one to blame but myself.
Cathy barely made it through the day again, but at least obeyed the traffic laws on the way home. She was surprised and nervous to see Al's car in the drive when she pulled in. She expected to see him packing either his clothes or hers when she walked in, but instead, he was sitting at the kitchen table with a beer in his hand. Every nerve in her body was standing on end as she cautiously joined him.
"We have to talk," he said as she removed a clean cup from the cabinet.
"I know," she agreed. She emptied the dregs of her morning coffee and stuck the cup in the microwave before making a fresh pot. When she finished, she took her warmed-up coffee and sat at the table. A tear breached her lower lid as both eyes welled up with fear of what was to come.
"First things first, Cathy, I want to know about this guy you've been screwing. You said he hit you?"
"Yeah, I really think the guy is a little off, " she answered while nodding her head. "Please, Al, don't get mixed up with him. I honestly don't know what he's capable of."
"You said he hit you when you told him it was over, had he hit you before that?"
"No, but he was always a little scary. He practically forced me the first time."
"What do you mean, practically forced you?"
She told him how Tony originally cornered her in the hall by the men's room, then pulled her inside and took her from behind.
"And that turned you on?" he asked with surprise. In all the years he'd known her, he'd never seen anything that would suggest she was submissive in any way.
"It... it was exciting, Al. I can't explain it. Nothing like that had ever happened to me before. I should have turned around and kneed him in the balls. I should have called the cops. I should have tried harder to stop him, but when it was over, all I could do was stand there trying to catch my breath.
"To tell you the truth, he was so forceful, so physical that first time, that I didn't think of it as infidelity, but I knew if I told you about it, I'd have to go to the cops and I really didn't want to do that.
"I didn't see or hear from him for a good week after that, then he met me in the parking lot at noon one day. He told me to follow him. I knew I shouldn't but I really thought we were just going to have lunch. Instead of pulling into a restaurant, though, we went to his buddy's apartment. That was the moment of clarity for me. I knew I'd be breaking our wedding vows if I went inside with him. Heaven help me, I just couldn't find the willpower to stop myself.
"At first, it felt almost like a game, like role-playing. He was the powerful sheik and I was his captive, but he got more controlling every time we were together. It didn't take long before I got fed up with being his sexual cum dump," she said with sarcasm.
"Then, after our last time together, he told me I wasn't allowed to have sex with you anymore. He also wanted me to THANK his friend for letting us use the apartment. That was the last straw. I ignored his text messages afterward and thought I'd just stay away from him until he gave up, but he caught me in a restaurant at lunch one day. That's when he slapped me after I told him it was over."
"In a restaurant, in front of witnesses?" Al gasped.
"Yeah," she confirmed. "I'm telling you, Al, I don't think he's all there. Anyway, I wasn't about to let that happen again so I took out a restraining order on him."
Al sat there listening and couldn't understand how all that could have happened right under his nose without his knowledge. He took a deep breath and sighed at his naivete.
He crushed his empty beer can and tossed it in the garbage before walking over to the coffee pot. "And?" he asked with his back to his wife while pouring himself a cup of java. "What happened after that?" he questioned, while walking back to the table and sitting down. "You said you tried to blackmail him, so I assume the restraining order didn't work?"
Sitting there and answering his questions was the hardest thing she ever had to do. She could see the pain and disappointment in his face, but the time for lies and secrets was over. "No, he paid some guy to doctor a photo, supposedly showing me having sex with his buddy, and said he'd send it to you if I didn't do what he wanted. He told me to meet him in a restaurant the next day to discuss his TERMS.
"I had Diane from work sitting one table over with a digital recorder. After Tony threatened me with the picture again, he started bragging about all the disgusting and vile things he and his buddy were going to do to me... and we got it all on tape. I sent him a copy and threatened to send it to his wife if he didn't leave me alone, once and for all. That was the same night your studio was bombed. That's why I was so sure it was him. The timing was just too perfect.
"I knew confessing would destroy our marriage, but I just couldn't take a chance on you getting hurt, Al."
"Well, I appreciate your concern over my health; too bad you didn't have the same concern for our marriage or my feelings. You're right, Cath, you did destroy our marriage. I think we both know I could never live with someone I didn't trust, and after hearing about everything you did behind my back while keeping me completely in the dark, there's no way I'd ever trust you again."
Even though she knew that moment was inevitable: the moment when the man she loved would confirm the unthinkable, it still felt as though he'd just plunged a dagger into her heart. Once again, she broke out in tears. "I'm sorry, Al," she cried. "I'm so very, very sorry. I'm sorry I ever met that asshole. I'm sorry I broke your heart, and I'm sorry I destroyed what we had together. If you'll excuse me, honey..." as she used her normal term of endearment for him, she realized it could be for the last time. It was too much for her. She turned and ran from the room without another word.
Al heard her run up the stairs and slam the bedroom door closed. He heard the bedsprings above him when she flopped on the mattress, and he could hear her uncontrollable sobbing.
He had shed tears the night before and was determined to remain stoic and in control while he was there, but his grief was palpable. He reached up and wiped the salty droplets of bereavement from his face. He looked out the kitchen window and saw the light of day fading into night. He sighed with the thought of it being a metaphor for his marriage and continued to watch as the dark of night slowly squeezed the life from the shining sun.
After a while, Al awoke to the fact that he was still staring into the now pitch-black void. He listened, but heard only silence. She had stopped crying. He quietly climbed the stairs and looked in on his soon-to-be ex-wife. She was sprawled diagonally across the bed, and had evidently cried herself to sleep.
He looked at the clock on the bedstand. It was a little after eight and neither of them had eaten yet. It was too late to start cooking anything. Forty minutes later he returned from their favorite Chinese restaurant with take-out.
"Cathy, Cathy," he quietly called as he shook her shoulder. "Come on, wake up, I have dinner waiting downstairs."
She opened her eyes and forced a sad smile. "Okay, let me wash my face and I'll be down in a minute."
He had plates and two glasses of wine on the table when she joined him. They sat in silence for most of the meal. Cathy was the first to speak out. "I know I said it before, Al, but I am truly sorry for what I did. I don't imagine there's any way you'd ever forgive me, maybe if we went to couples therapy?"
"I thought about it, Cath. I've actually thought about it a lot, but it wouldn't make any difference. I absolutely despise the things you've done behind my back."
"Do... do you despise me?" she sadly asked.
"No, I don't despise you, I probably still love you to some degree, it's hard to tell. My feelings right now are all over the place. I'm really not sure how I feel, but I do look at you differently. You're no longer the person I put on a pedestal. Maybe that's not fair, after all, we're all human and we all make mistakes, but isn't that what we do when we fall in love, put the person on a pedestal?
"I just never ever thought you were capable of such deceit. I honestly didn't know you had it in you."
"I was desperate, Al. I was trying to save our marriage."
"The time for that was before you spread your legs for this guy, Cathy," he snapped.
His harsh words elicited another sob from his wife, but he went on. "Cathy, knowing what I now know means my whole perception of you from the time we met was wrong. I don't think there's a therapist in the world who could convince me you are the woman I thought I married. I'm sorry, Cathy, what we had is over."
She knew him well enough that she could have almost guessed what he was going to say, word for word, but she had to ask. She felt like bawling again but had no tears left. "So, where do we go from here?"
"I'll look around for a lawyer and start the divorce, but I'm in no hurry. I think we should wait until both of our emotions have settled down a little before we decide what's equitable. We still have that old futon in the basement. I'll set it up in the home office and sleep there."
"You can sleep in the bed, Al, I don't mind."
"I'm not sure that's a good idea, but we'll see how it goes. In the meantime, I want your contact information for this Tony character. I also want to know what he looks like."
"What?" She had real fear in her voice. "Please, Al, don't get involved with him. I swear he's got a screw loose. Just let it be."
"The asshole pulled my wife into a men's room and fucked her and then struck her in the face. I'm not about to, 'just let it be,'" he stated emphatically. "You know me better than that. I also want to hear that tape you made."
"Al, I don't think that's a good idea. You're already fuming. If you hear what he said on that tape, you're going to want to kill him. I really don't want to see you behind bars for the rest of life."
"I'm not going to kill him, Cathy, but if he's as unbalanced as you say, he just might come after me. I want to convince him it would be a bad idea to come after either of us again."
"Al, I don't think..."
"I really don't care what you think, Cathy. I want a description of him and I want that fucking tape," he half-shouted.
She sighed. She'd only seen him that angry once or twice before. He hardly ever used the "F" word and if he did, it was never directed towards her. She knew nothing would deter him. If she didn't give him the tape he'd tear the house apart until he found it. "All right," she conceded. "He's... he's about the same height and build as you. He has straight black hair and a mustache."
"Any tattoos or scars showing, anything like that?"
"No, nothing."
"All right, where's the tape?"
"It's upstairs, I'll get it." She went into the bedroom and felt around in her underwear drawer. A minute later she was back downstairs. "Here," she said, offering it to Al. "Please, I really wish you wouldn't listen to that," she begged.
"Is this the only copy?" he asked, completely ignoring her request. She indicated it was. "Okay, I'm going to make a couple copies in case we ever need it again," he told her.
He left her in the living room as he closed the door of their home office behind him. He put his headphones on and stuck the thumb-drive in the computer. He almost wished he had taken Cathy's advice and not listened to it. By the end of the tape, his heart was pounding, his hands were sweating, and he had a gallon of adrenaline cursing through his body. He really did want to kill the son-of-a-bitch... literally.
The next day, at work, Michelle could tell Al was preoccupied. She was still nervous over finding out her boyfriend was responsible for the bombings and wondered if Al was considering firing her. When she asked if something was wrong, not wanting to share his circumstances, all he told her was that he had a personal problem. She had no idea what that meant and it did nothing to alleviate her worry so she came out and asked point-blank.
"Are you thinking of firing me, Al?"
"What? No, of course not. Whatever gave you that idea?"
"Well, Steve was MY boyfriend," she answered.
"That doesn't mean I hold you responsible for his actions. Michelle, I don't know what I'd do without you around here. No, your job is not in any jeopardy at all," he assured her.
While talking, he thought, since she was younger than he was, maybe she knew things about the internet that he didn't. "Michelle, if I just have a guy's name and mobile number, how would I find out where he lived?"
"Gee, Al, I have no idea, maybe 'Whitepages dot com,' or something like that?"
"No, I tried that already, no luck."
"The only thing I can think of is to call a PI, or a cop, somebody like that," she suggested.
He'd never had any dealings with private eyes and really didn't know if he could trust them or not. The only cop he knew, or at least, could think of, was Sergeant Jergins, the cop he met at the first bombing attempt of the studio. He remembered the sergeant turned out to be a pretty friendly guy. He thanked Michelle for her suggestion and looked up the non-emergency number for the sixteenth divisional headquarters.
"Sixteenth division," the voice boomed.
"Hello, I wonder if you could tell me when Sergeant Jergins comes in. I'd like to talk to him if possible."
"Is this regarding a case?" the voice asked.
"Ah, well, it's actually regarding a former case."
"Hold on..."
"Sergeant Jergins," came another voice a few seconds later.
Al was surprised. He didn't realize the sergeant worked a swing shift. He just assumed he worked nights all the time. "Sergeant, I don't know if you'll remember me, but my name is Al Hodges. You were investigating a bomb that caught fire at my photography studio a little while back."
"Yes, of course, I remember you, Al," Jergins answered. "How can I help you?"
"Ah, I know you're going to think I've got brass balls, but I wonder if I could ask a favor. I really don't know who else to call."
"If you're going to ask for five minutes alone in a cell with Mcilroy, no can do," stated the sergeant.
"No, no, that's not it, although that's not a bad idea," Al replied as an afterthought.
"That's the usual request we get from victims after catching their perps."



"I hadn't even thought of that, but now that you mention it..." he left his words hang with a slight chuckle. "No, this has nothing to do with the bombing. if I gave you a guy's name and cell phone number, would you be able to give me his home address?"
"Sorry, Al, we're not allowed to do things like that. What's it all about?"
Al wasn't going to tell him the whole story, but maybe a little bit of it. "The guy came on to my wife in a restaurant. When she told him to fuck-off, he slapped her."
"Bring her down here. I'll have her fill out a complaint and we can pick this guy up."
"She doesn't want to do that, Sergeant. She just wants to let it go."
"Then my advice would be to let it go, Al. If you go to his house and beat the shit out of him, you'll be the one sitting behind bars. You know that, right?"
"Yeah, I don't really want to beat the guy up, I just want to shame him by confronting him in front of his wife. I want to let her know he hit Cathy and tell him if it happens again, we WILL prefer charges."
If there was one thing the good sergeant couldn't stand, it was some asshole hitting a woman. "That's all you want to do?" he asked.
"That's it sergeant. I just want his wife to know what he did."
Against his better judgment, he sighed and asked Al for the information. A few minutes later he returned to the phone. "Okay, you didn't get this from me," he said. In addition to Belshaw's home address, Jergins gave him the make, model, and license number of the asshole's car. Al thanked him profusely and offered to take a portrait of him and his family at no charge.
"Really?" he asked.
"Yes, sir, sergeant, really. My assistant's name is Michelle. Call her at the studio during working hours and she'll get it scheduled for you."
After hanging up, Al's pulse rose along with his blood pressure. He had the address, now he just had to keep from killing the SOB. He thought of waiting a while to cool off again, but in reality, he'd probably get angrier with each passing day. He had the thumb drive in his pocket, why wait?
Again, he was preoccupied with thoughts of mayhem as he walked into the back office.
"Al, are you going to need any special props for the jewelry shoot?"
"Huh?"
"Al, are you sure you're all right? You've been out of it all day. We have a shoot for Kennison's, today at two o'clock, remember? They're bringing four or five new necklaces and bracelets over."
"Ah," he had to think. Kennison's was a steady customer but they were always too cheap to hire models so he had to use the same kind of display props that jewelry stores used in their windows. "No, I think we have everything we need, Michelle, just do me a favor and make sure the display busts are clean." He had another thought as well. "You know, why don't you dress up one of the full-sized mannequins, as well."
"Will do," she said, heading for the prop room.
Once Al was actively involved in the shoot, he was all business again. His concentration was focused on his work. The job took several hours and lasted right through the end of the day. It was almost seven by the time his happy clients left the studio.
Michelle was helping him clean up. She still felt guilty about her boyfriend, and wanted to make sure her boss knew how dedicated she was. "Are you going to upload all that stuff tonight, Al? I'll stick around and keep you company if you want."
"No, Michelle, you can take off. I've got an errand to run, so I'm going to let it go until tomorrow."
He found the address with no problem. It was a fairly modest home on the outskirts of the city. There were two cars in the drive, one of which was the make and model given to him by the sergeant. He checked in his pocket to make sure he still had the thumb drive before walking up the front steps and ringing the bell.
He really did plan on just confronting his nemesis in front of his family, but Belshaw made the mistake of answering the door himself. As soon as Al recognized the bastard he forced his way in, knocking Tony off balance. Mrs. Belshaw appeared from around the corner just as Al's right fist made contact with her husband's jaw. It caught him just right. The prick was out cold before his head hit the carpet.
"TONY!" She ran to his side in a panic and raised his head, rocking him back and forth. Just then a young man rushed in. He appeared to be about twelve. He looked down at his dad cradled in his mother's arms, then up at Al.
"Ma'am, your husband forced himself on my wife in a restaurant men's room. Afterward, he slapped her when she wouldn't comply with his demented demands, then he tried to blackmail her into having sex with him and some buddy of his. If you don't believe me, play this," he said, throwing the thumb drive down next to her. "It's a recording of your husband threatening my wife."
The woman stopped rocking and looked down at the small storage device like it was a snake. "That... that can't be," she argued.
The kid spoke up for the first time. "My dad would never do that," he yelled.
"The proof is lying right there," Al countered, pointing at the thumb drive. "All you have to do is plug it into your computer and listen to it."
"I'm calling the cops," the kid announced.
"Go ahead," Al replied, "but I have witnesses to the assault as well as that soundtrack." He was bluffing but did so convincingly. "My wife will prefer charges and that piece of scum will be in a cell right next to mine... and for a lot longer." He looked back at the wife. "I mean it. My wife doesn't want to go through a trial, but she will if she has to. When he wakes up, you tell him if he bothers either me or my wife ever again, I'll make sure he spends the next twenty years behind bars." With those parting words, Al turned and left.
On the drive home, he started to shake. He took a couple of deep breaths but it didn't help. He pulled into a parking lot, turned into an empty space, and cut the engine. He leaned back and closed his eyes trying to regain control of his body.
Now that it was over he was starting to have regrets. He'd had plenty of fights when he was growing up, but they were always in self-defense. Never had he ever attacked anyone like that before. He was also having second thoughts about doing it in front of the family, especially his kid. His wife should know what kind of man she married, but the kid didn't ask to be his son.
He looked around to see where he was. Hugo's, he was sitting in the parking lot of a local bar. Al drank socially but rarely drank alone... still, maybe a beer was just what he needed to settle his nerves.
He really wasn't in the mood for company so he picked the most secluded bar stool he saw and ordered whatever light beer they had on tap. He still had Belshaw's kid on his mind and had just taken his second sip of Miller Lite when he felt his phone buzz. Checking his texts, he saw three messages from Cathy. He hadn't even felt the first two. He had his mind of other things. He checked the last one.
R Y okay? Y haven't responded to my last two texts. I'm getting worried.
He replied. I'm fine. Be home in an hour.
That gave him about thirty minutes to contemplate whether he did the right thing or not. He looked so forlorn he caught the eye of the bartender who wandered over. "You look like somebody just shot your dog."
Al looked up with a snicker. "No, nothing like that. I just decked a guy right in front of his kid."
"I see, and now you're feeling guilty."
"Big-time," admitted Al.
"Did the guy deserve the beat-down?"
"Oh yeah, knowing the circumstances, I don't think anyone would dispute that. I'm just not sure I should have done it in front of his son."
"You know, when I was young, I thought my dad walked on water... until I came home from school one day and heard what sounded like muffled screams coming from my parent's bedroom. I rushed in and saw my dad holding a pillow over my mother's face and punching her through the pillow.
"Do I wish my dad would have been the guy I thought he was? You bet. Do I wish I had gone through life believing he was something he wasn't? No way.
"My mother endured the abuse because of me. Once I knew the truth, I was the one who pushed her to leave him. Two years later she married a man who truly was someone I could look up to.
"Sometimes the truth hurts, but that doesn't mean you should remain ignorant of it. You know what they say, 'What doesn't kill you makes you stronger.' It was sure true in my case. Maybe not now, but in the long run, I think that kid will someday realize that you did him favor."
Just then, someone from the other end of the bar called for another beer, so the wise bartender left Al to his thoughts. He wasn't sure if the bartender's story was even true, but it sure made him feel better. He took a couple more sips of his Miller, laid a twenty on the counter and headed for the door. "Thanks a lot," he called out with a wave as he left.
Cathy was sitting in the living room watching TV when he walked in. "Where have you been," she pleaded. "I called the studio at seven and you were gone already. Please, tell me you didn't go after Tony."
"Why are you so concerned for Tony? I thought you didn't like him anymore."
"I'm not concerned for him, I'm concerned for you."
"Well, you don't have to be concerned for me either. I can take care of myself."
She sighed with the lack of forthcoming by her husband. "Have you eaten?"
"No."
"We had stuffed pork chops. I'll warm a plate for you," she told him.
She noticed his swollen hand when he sat down to eat. "I knew it," she said. Cathy gently took his hand in hers after he looked at her quizzically. "Should I expect the cops at our door in the next few minutes?"
"I'm not sure," he replied.
Over the next couple of days, they lived more like brother and sister than husband and wife. The possibility of him being arrested hung over their heads like the Sword of Damocles, but they hadn't heard a word until Friday night when Cathy's cellphone rang. Al was sitting right there when she looked at the display.
"I don't recognize the number. I'll let it go to voicemail."
"No, you'd better answer it. It might have something to do with the other night. Put it on speaker. I want to know if it's your asshole lover calling from a different phone."
"Hello," she answered apprehensively.
"Is this Cathy Hodges?" a female voice asked.
"Yes," she cautiously admitted.
"Good, it took me a couple of days to track you down. This is Tony's wife."
Cathy almost cried. Never, did she think she'd have to talk to his wife. She had no idea what to say. How do you apologize for sleeping with someone's spouse, but then the woman wasn't looking for an apology, she wanted to know the truth.
"I want to hear your side of the story. According to my husband, you came on to him. He'd had too many drinks with lunch and succumbed to your advances. Unfortunately, none of that coincides with the tape your husband gave me. He said Tony forced himself on you and assaulted you. That doesn't sound like the man I married, but then neither does that awful tape, so I want to hear the whole story before I kick his worthless ass out of the house."
Cathy held nothing back. She told Mrs. Belshaw how her husband first pinned her against the wall then pulled her into the men's room. She explained how Tony accosted her in the parking lot then slapped her in the restaurant. By the time she described the faked picture and who was in it, Tony's wife had no doubt that she was telling the truth.
"That guy in the picture, does he have an apartment on Southport?"
"Yeah, Tony said his name was Brian. Your husband has a key to the apartment on his key ring." Cathy told her.
"That's good," she replied, "because after I have the locks changed, that's probably where he'll be living for a while. If you want him, honey, you can have him," was the last thing she said before slamming down the receiver.
Cathy had tears in her eyes from embarrassment and shame. Al sat, listening to the whole conversation. "Well, it doesn't look like my visit was in vain, does it. She didn't mention calling the cops, either."
"You're lucky," Cathy responded.
"Funny, I don't feel lucky, not at all."
"I didn't mean that. You know what I meant."
"If he ever tries to contact you again, you let me know." Cathy nodded her head in agreement. "Over the next couple of days, I want you to make a list of what you want from the divorce. We'll go over it on Sunday. If it's reasonable, I'll sit down with a lawyer next week and get the papers drawn up. You should probably get your own lawyer to protect your interests."
"Al, I know I screwed up big time, but don't you love me at all anymore?"
"Cathy, I have loved you from the moment we met. You were perfect in every way. You were beautiful, personable, had a great sense of humor, and above all, you were honest to a fault. Everyone, my parents, my friends, everybody I introduced you to in those early days adored you. You made me the happiest man in the world when you said yes.
"I understand the first time with him wasn't your fault. If it had stopped there, I would never have held it against you, but it didn't stop there. You willingly went back time and time again for more. You knew what you were doing. You knew it was wrong, but you continued.
"I'm sorry, I know you deeply regret what you did, but actions have consequences, Cathy. I don't mean in the form of punishment. I think you'll be doing that to yourself for a long time to come, but I'm simply not the same person I was. The person who loved and trusted you is gone. It's not that I don't still love you, based on all the happy years and good times we had together, I will probably always love you to some extent, but I will always carry the knowledge that you have hurt me more than any other person in my life and I will forever carry that scar in my heart. We would never have the happy marriage we once had. It's best if we part company and go our separate ways. We're both still young enough to make a fresh start with someone else.
A little later that night, Mr. and Mrs. Hodges retired to their respective rooms and cried themselves to sleep.
That Sunday, they sat at the kitchen table to go over Cathy's list. They had no children, and even though she didn't make what he did, she had a good job; as a result, she asked for nothing from his business, nor any financial support. They agreed to sell the house and split the proceeds in half, which would net them between thirty and thirty-five grand apiece. He kept his SUV, she kept her Ford hybrid. Other than that, all she wanted were some things that reminded her of the good times they'd spent together, and her personal items. The one article that she considered non-negotiable was their wedding album. It was testimony to the happiest day of her life. She would cherish it until her dying day.
Cathy didn't bother getting a lawyer. She trusted Al. The attorney who handled everything almost felt guilty for taking his fee. As divorces go, it was the smoothest, most uncontentious he'd ever handled.
When it was all over, both Al and Cathy threw themselves into their work. During the day, it kept them from the loneliness that haunted their nights, and the emptiness of a missing spouse.
While Al didn't date much for well over a year, Cathy threw herself into the dating pool after six months. She felt a strong need to find a good man and atone for her sins by treating him like a king. Unfortunately, she learned, first-hand, of the pain she caused Al when she caught her second husband cheating on her. It broke her spirit when she filed for divorce: it was her second strike.
A few months later, Cathy was in a novelty shop and happened to find a hand-embroidered wall hanging that read, "Those who don't learn from their mistakes are destined to repeat them." She immediately bought it and hung it on her bedroom wall as a constant reminder.
It had been four years since closing the book on Cathy's second failed marriage. She had almost given up on ever finding a man who she could love again, then she met Blaine. He wasn't as handsome as Al, but he was a truly nice man, and she felt a little spark between them from the very start.
When their relationship was becoming serious, she wanted no secrets between them. She showed him the embroidered wall hanging and told him the story of how she lost her first husband. When she finished, he had but one question, "Did you learn from your mistakes?"
She assured him sincerely and without question that she had. Eight months later, they were happily married.
Al struck gold with his second wife. Ashley was everything he thought Cathy was, and more; above all, she was absolutely crazy about him and Al knew without a doubt she'd never cheat. A year and a half into their marriage, they had a son, Adam. A little less than two years later, the stork brought Briteny, Adam's little sister. It was the family Al always wanted. A family that would be nourished with love and respect for one another. He never once doubted Ashley's love because she reminded him of it on a daily basis.
*****
"Are you ready, Dad?"
Al wiped a tear from his eye. "I guess I'm as ready as any father who's about to hand his little girl over to another man, honey."
"I'm far from a little girl anymore, Dad," chuckled the beautiful bride.
"In my eyes, you will always be my little girl, hon."
"Here we go," she said as "The Wedding March," began to play.
An assembly of friends and family watched as the proud pa, pa escorted his daughter down the aisle. As they neared the altar, he glanced at the rest of his family in the front pew and wondered what he ever did in life that allowed him to be so blessed.
With her eyes glued to her husband and daughter, Ashley beamed with pride. Later that year, she and Al would celebrate twenty-five years of a ridiculously happy marriage. Next to his mother sat Adam, his wife, Coral, and their newborn son, Cary. Yes, Al and Ashley were already grandparents.
"Who gives this woman to this man?"
Al smiled with honor, "I do."
And life goes on.
The End.
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Is there ever a good time to clean out a garage? Not as far as I was concerned. The temperature was in the upper eighties and my shirt was so full of sweat it clung to my body like a second skin. Unfortunately, time was getting short. In another couple of weeks, I'd be back in the classroom explaining the difference between a quarter note and a half note for the next generation of Mozarts, and if I didn't get the garage straightened out, I'd have to leave my car in the driveway all winter. That wouldn't be a problem if we lived in Arizona, but in Chicago, it wasn't a lot of fun.
It's amazing how much junk two people can accumulate after only six years of marriage. No, that's not fair; a lot of the stuff I was going through predated Julie and I becoming a couple. For instance, I found Julie's old Dell laptop computer in one of the boxes. I knew it was the one she used in college and it was old back then. I dug around and found the charger so I plugged it in to see if it would fire up—nothing. I left it plugged in while I continued to clean and checked it again after a couple of hours, still nothing. Since it wasn't mine, I knew I'd better ask before just tossing it, so I set it off to the side.
Julie was amazed when she got home from work. She walked in and looked around. "Wow, you've been a busy little bee. It looks great, honey. You think we'll be able to squeeze both cars in here this winter?"
"Not yet, but I still have this whole section to go through tomorrow," I said, pointing to some boxes in the far corner. "I know there's stuff in there I can throw out and I'm still not quite done organizing the rest. We'll have plenty of room when I'm done."
"I'm impressed," Julie commented. "I don't imagine you've started anything for dinner?"
I just stared at her with sweat pouring down my face.
"Never mind," she said with a chuckle, "I'll start dinner, you need a shower."
Truer words were never spoken. I'd been at it since eight-thirty that morning and hadn't even stopped for lunch. I took my time in the shower. While I was in there, I heard Julie changing her clothes in the bedroom. I was hoping she'd come in and scrub my back, but no such luck. She was cutting up some potatoes when I grabbed a beer from the fridge. "Can I help?"
"No, I think you've done enough work for the day," she replied. "I've got pork chops in the oven. Dinner will be a little while, so just go sit and relax."
"Your wish is my command," I joked. I took my beer in the living room and stretched out in my recliner. As soon as she got the potatoes boiling, Julie joined me with a glass of wine. "I know you told me already, but I forgot where you're playing this Friday."
"Plato's Place, on Oakton," I responded. "Why, thinking of coming along? You haven't been to a show in a while."
"Actually, some of the girls at the office were talking about getting together for a ladies night out. I thought maybe I'd show them I'm not only married to the best music teacher in the world but one who's a hell of a guitar player, as well. What time do you guys start?" She asked.
"Nine o'clock."
"Oh, that's getting a little late. They'll probably want to start heading home around that time."
"Maybe I can talk the guys into starting a little early. I don't imagine Plato's manager would have any objections to an extra half hour of free entertainment."
"That would be great, hon. Would you be able to play "Guitar Man" right away?
I chuckled. It really was great to have a wife who was so proud of her husband. "Guitar Man," is a song that, of course, features the guitar player in the band. I always got to rock the house down when we'd played it.
"Well, I'll have to check with the guys and make sure they can get there early, but if that's not a problem, yeah, we'll make it the fifth or sixth song into the first set." I needed a little time to loosen up before playing that one.
A little later, while eating dinner, I happened to think about the computer. "Hey, hon, I found that old Dell laptop of yours in the garage. It doesn't work anymore, can I toss it?"
"Oh, dang, I forgot all about it. No, no, don't throw it out yet. There's still a bunch of pictures on there from college. When it stopped working, somebody told me they can still be saved. I forget what all is on there, but I know I have pictures of the girls at the sorority and a bunch of us all partying and acting silly together. I'll never see most of those girls again, so I'd like to try and salvage the photos if it's possible. I have to take it into one of those computer repair places, I guess."
I was certainly no computer genius but I knew it wasn't that hard to retrieve things from a hard drive. Bob Kramer, our computer science teacher, did it all the time when school computers would crash.
Julie had a birthday coming up in six weeks. I already had a nice pendant on lay-a-way and taking her out for a nice dinner was expected, but I could really surprise her with those pictures and it wouldn't even cost me anything. I could visualize her face as she unwrapped a small box containing the thumb drive.
The next morning, after Julie left for work, I stuck the computer and charger in the trunk of my car where it would reside until I saw Bob when school started.
By two o'clock that afternoon, I was done with the garage. It was a lot of work, but I now had ample room for both cars. I drove mine inside and closed the overhead door, knowing Julie would be stunned when she pulled in. I took a shower then started calling the other guys in the band to see if they could start early on Friday night. Once I got an okay from each of them, I called the manager of Plato's just to make sure it was all right with him.
It turned out to be a really fun night. Julie and her cohorts were already there when we started to set up. By eight-fifteen we'd finished our sound checks, so the guys and I walked over to their table to say hello. Julie introduced everyone. One of the ladies said she expected us to be really great because of the way Julie had been bragging all night.
I glanced at my watch. "Well, I guess we'd better get up there and see if we can meet your expectations." I gave Julie a kiss and headed for the stage while the other guys walked over to kiss their wives who were sitting at another table.
We had people on the dance floor already by the time we started our second song. I noticed a couple of the women from Julie's group cutting a rug and looked over toward their table just in time to see a guy who was obviously asking my wife to dance.
Julie loves to dance and I have no problem with her dancing with guys when I'm on stage. Rarely does she accept a slow dance, and if she does there's always a respectable distance between her and her partner. I've been told by friends who would sometimes come to a show and sit with Julie, that when she accepts a dance invitation from a stranger, she warns them that her husband is a member of the band and will be watching, just in case her dance partner had any ideas.
I felt a little bad asking the guys to start early because everyone from Julie's group was still there at ten o'clock when we took our first intermission. One woman even called her husband and asked him to come and join them. They didn't start wandering out until we were well into our second set. Julie and one other woman were the only ones left at the table by the time we took our second break. I ordered a beer and joined them.
"Julie wasn't wrong when she bragged about you guys, you're really good."
"Thank you... Carol was it?" The last of Julie's group nodded in confirmation with a smile. "Aaron, the keyboard player is another music teacher. It's just a hobby for the rest of the guys but everyone takes it seriously and works hard to do their best."
"Well, it shows," Carol replied. "I wish I could stay for the rest of the show, but I've got to get going. It was really nice to meet you, Dane."
"Same here," I said as I stood when she got up to leave.
"Honey, I'm going to join the catty table, but I probably won't stay the whole night." The wives of the other musicians were sitting at a table front and center of the stage. Julie wasn't real crazy about a couple of the ladies. She says they love to talk about other people, and not in a good way; hence, the "catty table" remark. Even so, she was always sociable and sat at their table unless she came with friends of ours.
"Okay, hon, we're about to go back on anyway. Give me a little wave when you leave and drive carefully."
"I will, honey. Now, get up there and show 'em what a band would sound like with a swingin' little guitar man," she said, stealing a lyric from her favorite song.
It was after two in the morning by the time I got home. I was still pumped and hoping Julie would be awake, but no such luck. She had fallen asleep on top of the covers in her sexiest negligee. It was obvious that she had the same idea as me but the late hour was just a little too much for her.
The next morning I was dreaming that my wife was giving me head with all the expertise and enthusiasm for which she was known... but only by me, of course. I could hear myself moaning and thought how real it sounded for a dream. Just then, I felt a warm sense of euphoria wash over me like a big wave. I opened my eyes and looked down my chest to see my loving wife looking back with a smile on her face and my cock in her mouth. Her eyes never left mine as she slowly took all of me down her throat then back out to the very tip when her tongue played.
"Don't you come yet," she said in her most sensual voice. "I want a horsey ride."
My dick was so hard it hurt. "Now would be a good time to climb on, honey."
She wasted no time in moving into position and throwing a leg over my body. She looked at me with a big grin as she reached back, took my throbbing cock, and guided it into the gates of heaven.
I closed my eyes and moaned with pleasure as her vaginal walls nestled my manhood into its warm home. I let my head settle back into the pillow as I felt Julie's hands run from my stomach to my chest as she slowly rocked back and forth. "Oh, God, honey, I'm afraid I'm not going to last very long."
"Don't hold back, babe, I'm almost there myself," she sighed.
As our pace quickened, I brought my hips up to meet Julie's bounce. I watched as her eyes snapped tightly shut and she threw her head back. I was holding off as long as I could but I was entering the land of no return when I heard Julie's cry; her pussy clamped forcefully around my stretched flesh and my whole body tensed. I almost bucked her off as my hips uncontrollably spasmed upward, but Julie was locked on, her back arched, her beautiful breast riding high on her frame.
"Oh, God," she cried out as my guttural grunts joined in sweet, amatory harmony. For just a moment, the world stopped, leaving only our passion to exist. I felt my lover's pussy muscles shudder just before she fell forward, onto my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and held her as we struggled for control of our breathing.
"That's sure a better way to start the day than having Folger's," I chuckled, making fun of the TV commercial.
I heard her laugh and felt her bare breast jiggling on my chest. She playfully pounded her fists on my chest. "Now you did it," she said, trying to sound serious. "You ruined the mood. Now we have to do it all over again."
As it turned out, we did it two more times, not counting me getting her off with my fingers as we showered. It was almost noon by the time we actually got our first morning cup of Folger's.
*****
Starting a new school year was always a bitter-sweet experience. As I sat at my desk and looked over the various classes, some students I recognized, some I didn't. Some kids I liked and some I didn't. I'm always reminded of last year's seniors who graduated, most of whom I'd never see again, and wondered how they're doing. For better or for worse, I always do my very best to mentor and nurture their talents. To each and every one of them, I try to impart my knowledge of music and sometimes a little wisdom from life's experiences.
I saw Tommy Benton raising his hand. It was his third year in my class. At best he was a "C" student and most likely would never make it as a musician; however, I always thought he had a good shot as a stand-up comedian. He was the class clown and I knew we were about to start the year with a laugh. "Yes, Tommy?"
I had forgotten all about Julie's computer until I saw Bob Kramer eating lunch in the teacher's lounge. I went over to the fridge, removed my own sack lunch, poured myself a cup of coffee, and joined him. "Hi, Bob, how was your summer?"
"Hi, Dane, not bad. Jan was able to get three weeks' vacation this year, so we took the kids to a beautiful little lake in Michigan. We all had a great time. How about you?"
We talked back and forth about what we did over the prior three months before I came to my original point. "Hey, Bob, my wife has an old Dell laptop that doesn't work anymore. I was going to throw it out but there are a bunch of pictures on it that she wants to try and save. Would you be able to take a look at it?"
"Sure, no problem, got it with you?"
"Yeah, it's in the trunk of my car."
"Okay, let's finish lunch and I'll walk out there with you. I'll stick it in my car and look at it tonight for you."
The next day we didn't see each other until after school and I was getting ready to leave for home. He called to me from the hallway as I was walking out of my classroom. "Dane, got a minute?"
I turned and saw him approaching. "Sure."
"I've got those pictures you wanted," he told me as got alongside. "Follow me to my car and I'll give them to you."
He had everything in his trunk. He first handed me a thumb drive. "Here're all the pictures I could find. She had them scattered all over the place. She had several files, but then she had a bunch in her email, and more in a general Window's picture file. I think I got them all. There's about three hundred in all."
Next, he reached down and took out the hard drive. He had it in a nice storage case. "Here's her hard drive," he said, handing it to me. "There's nothing wrong with it, so if she needs anything else, just let me know."
The only thing remaining was the computer itself. "Do you want the rest of it back? If not I'd like to keep it. I can scavenge it for parts."
"Yeah, no problem, keep it," I told him. "Julie just wanted the pictures. I don't think she harbors any sentimental feelings for the case," I joked.
"Okay, thanks. I got a look at some of the pictures when I was transferring them to the thumb drive. Some of them are hysterical," he said.
I thanked him again before we left. On the way home, I thought about the thumb drive. I'd seen some that were really pretty with hearts of rhinestones all over them. You can even get them with a person's initials engraved into them. The one Bob gave me was just plain. I still had a month before Julie's birthday, so I thought I'd check out Amazon and a couple other places to see what I could get. At least that was the plan.
Julie had picked out a couple romantic comedies on Netflix and we cuddled on the couch until it was time to go to bed. I certainly wasn't going to pass up another night of lovemaking so the fancy thumb drive would have to wait.
The next day, I saw Bob again and I wondered if he knew where I could get a fancy thumb drive. I stopped him in the hall. I knew he had to get to class but it was just a quick question. "Hey, Bob... "
"Hi, Dane, something else you need?"
"I was just wondering if you know of any place where I can get a fancy flash drive, something a little more fitting for a birthday present?"
He chuckled. "You have come to the right place, my friend, but I've got to get to class right now. See me after school," and with that, he turned and continued down the hall.
I was still packing up at the end of the day when he stopped by my room on the way out. "So, you want to transfer those pictures to a fancier flash drive?"
"Hi, Bob, yeah, something pretty."
"Like I said, you came to the right person. I have a friend who's a photographer. He has a studio on the north shore. He's expensive as hell, but up there people couldn't give a shit. He does nice work, so he charges accordingly and people pay it. Anyway, he does a lot of high-end boudoir stuff."
Just the thought got Bob sidetracked and he laughed, "Not a bad job, huh; they pay him big bucks to shoot gorgeous women in sexy underwear. Of course, like he says, they're not all gorgeous, but that whole area up there is filled with trophy wives, a lot of whom were models in their former life.
"Anyway, he's the one to see about fancy flash drives. He includes them in his boudoir packages. He can even have it engraved for you. The name of the studio is Hanson's Photography. It's in Wilmette. You can look up the number online. His name's Carl. Give him a call and tell him what you want. Tell him you're a friend of mine and that I told you to call him. I'm sure he'll have some you'll like and will probably let you have one for wholesale."
"Bob, once again, I'm in your debt."
"Don't mention it, Dane, always glad to help."
I wrote the name of the studio on a piece of paper before I forgot it and stuck it in my briefcase. I called him the next day during my lunch hour and made an appointment to see him at his studio that Saturday. Then I had to come up with a believable excuse for Julie as to where I was going. It was almost an hour's drive, one way, from our house. I figured two and half hours up and back. I hated lying to her but I knew she'd already forgotten about the pictures again and I really wanted it to be a complete surprise. I finally told her I was going to the driving range to hit balls with a buddy of mine.
Bob was right about it being a high-end photography studio. The place was gorgeous, inside and out. Carl met me at the door and invited me inside. The first thing I noticed were the large photos he had mounted on the walls of the outer office. Most of them were really nice portraits, some I recognized as politicians and celebrities from the area, but he also had a few of beautiful women, scantily dressed in expensive lingerie.
"Bob was right," I said while staring at one of the boudoir photos, "you have a job that most men would die for."
He laughed, "Yeah, I guess I do."
"This is somebody's wife?" I asked while still staring.
"No, I'd never display a boudoir shot of a client, not even with their permission. No, she's a professional model."
"She is one beautiful lady," I commented.
"That she is," he replied. "Okay, you said on the phone you were looking for a pretty thumb drive for your wife. Come on with me and I'll show you what I have."
He led me to another room he called the reveal room. He said it was where they brought clients to show them the pictures they'd taken and sell all the amenities that went with the various packages. He had leather-bound, hard-cover books he could have printed with their photos and a bunch of others, depending on how much the client had to spend. I was getting nervous. Everything looked very expensive. He took out all the flash drives he had. They were all mounted on black velvet. One caught my eye immediately.
"Damn, that's gorgeous!"
"You have good taste, Dane. That's my most expensive one."
"How much?"
"Two thousand dollars."
At first, I didn't think I heard him right. I stopped for a second to try and think of what he could have said that sounded like two thousand dollars. I couldn't think of anything. "Did you say two grand?"
"That's what my clients pay for it, yeah. It's twenty-four karat gold plated and those are real diamonds."



I got a sinking feeling in my stomach that I'd made the trip for nothing. "Carl, I'm a high school music teacher. These are way out of my price range. I'm sorry, I hope I didn't waste your time."
He chuckled again. "I told you it was my most expensive one."
"Oh, yeah, but I can tell just by looking, that..."
"How much were looking to spend?" he asked, cutting me off.
"I'd be embarrassed to say, Carl. I... I had to put a three hundred dollar pendant on lay-a-way two months ago and I still have a hundred bucks to pay on that yet. I had no idea they even made thumb drives like that." I was getting ready to go."
"Can you afford seventeen dollars?"
Okay, from two thousand to seventeen dollars, that was quite a drop. I figured it'd probably be like something I could buy at Walmart, but I was pleasantly surprised when he showed it to me.
"This is what I give regular portrait clients. I buy 'em a hundred at a time. They're nickle-plated and I have them in either a shiny finish or a brushed finish like this."
It was certainly prettier than anything I'd buy at Walmart.
"About a block from here there's a little shop where they'll engrave your wife's name on it for you. The owner does beautiful work. Tell him I sent you and he'll probably charge you around ten bucks."
He even gave me a nice little gift box for it. I thanked him profusely and shot over to get it engraved. I had been gone almost three and half hours by the time I got back home. I thought Julie might be a little ticked because I was gone so long on a Saturday. She was just starting dinner when I walked in.
"You were either hitting the ball so good you didn't want to stop, or you were hitting it so bad you didn't want to stop until you straightened out your swing."
I chuckled, "I don't want to talk about it," I said, giving her the impression it was the latter. I didn't want to lie to her any more than I had to.
Later that night I grabbed a cup of coffee and retired to our home office, telling Julie I had papers to grade. She rarely interrupts me when I'm in there, so I was pretty confident I had plenty of time to transfer the photos from Bob's thumb drive to the one I bought.
I created a folder, stuck Bob's thumb drive into my USB port, and started downloading. I don't have a super powerful laptop so it took a couple of minutes. Jesus, I thought, five hundred and thirty-two files. I pulled Bob's flash drive out and connected the other one. Damn it was pretty, and Carl was right, that guy at the shop did a beautiful job engraving Julie's name in it. I started the upload and waited. When it was done, I didn't want to leave anything to chance so I opened the USB drive where I could check and make sure the photos uploaded okay.
I opened the file and briefly scanned the small thumbnails as I scrolled down to the bottom of the page. It appeared that everything had copied with no problems. On the way down, I notice several pictures of Julie and me kissing and got a bright idea; I'd print the best one and put it in a frame to give her the day after her birthday.
I slowly worked my way back up the page, looking for shots of her and me together. I found one that was undoubtedly Julie, but it didn't look like me sitting beside her. I clicked on it, and sure enough, it was Julie sitting very close to some guy I didn't recognize. Other people were milling around in the background and looked like it was probably shot at a party. There was nothing incriminating about it, so I didn't pay much attention and continued my search.
I found one of her and me but we were both blurry and I figured there must be better shots of the two of us, so I continued to look.
I found another one of us passionately kissing but you couldn't see either of our faces. All you could see was the back of my head and Julie's arm wrapped around my back. I knew it was us because she was wearing the charm bracelet I gave her the night we became exclusive.
I scrutinized the small photos a little closer as I continued to look for something appropriate. There were tons of great pictures of her and her sorority sisters. I smiled, knowing this was going to be a real source of enjoyment for her.
I kept searching, occasionally clicking on one of the thumbnails, only to see it wasn't worth printing, I spotted one, but wasn't sure what it was. It had been taken from a little distance. It looked like it could be Julie and me, but I had to click on it to make sure.
It was Julie all right, but it wasn't me with her. It was some other guy who had his arm around my wife as she leaned over and was kissing him on the cheek. She had a drink in her left hand with the charm bracelet clearly dangling from her wrist. I was starting to wonder who the hell this guy was and why wasn't I there? Again, it was obviously taken at a party. I was studying the guy a little closer when I noticed something else. I started another search, one with more importance behind it. I could feel my blood pressure going through the ceiling when I found what I was looking for.
That shot I thought was Julie and I passionately kissing wasn't us at all. I thought back for a second. I never even had a blue and white pin-striped shirt. All three photos were of Julie and this other guy, and they were all taken after she and I were supposedly exclusive.
I sat there, staring at the screen while a million questions popped into my head simultaneously. Who was he? Where was I? Were they just goofing off, pretending to kiss? I couldn't see if their lips were really touching. Whose party were they at? I looked around for other people I knew, but didn't see anyone; but then, the photos weren't all that great, either. Where the hell was I while this was going on?
I scrolled all the way to the top of the screen and clicked on Windows options where I increased the size of the thumbnails to large icons and started a more studious scan. I found the two of them in more pictures. Judging by the clothes they wore, it looked like the shots had been taken on four separate occasions. Nowhere did I appear in any of the photos, and I couldn't find a date on any of them.
Rather than have my imagination run wild with inconceivable thoughts, I decided to print the picture of her kissing the guy on the cheek and march out to ask her about it, point-blank—then I had second thoughts. Her birthday was so close and as incriminating as they looked on the surface, those pictures could be completely innocent. From the day we exchanged vows, she'd been a devoted wife and had never given me any indications of infidelity. I figured she deserved the benefit of the doubt, at least until after her birthday.
I was just about to close the lid on the computer when I got another brainstorm. Because the pictures had been taken at different times and with different cameras, there was no rhyme or reason for the order in which they appeared. They were literally scattered all over the place, even the shots of Julie with that guy weren't in any kind of a grouping. I could reorganize the photos of her with fucknuts and put them at the top of the page, maybe spread them out a little so they were separated by one or two of the others. That way, I'd be able to watch her expression as soon as she started looking at them. I wanted to see her reaction, would I see guilt, or would she nonchalantly pass over them, a possible indication that there was nothing between them?
I never was the kind to sit and dwell on anything. Whatever the problem was, big or small; I always felt it was better to face it head-on, sitting around contemplating or worrying about something only makes it worse. I knew how much the questions in my head would gnaw at me for the next couple of weeks, but I had to try my best to keep them from affecting my demeanor around the house and Julie.
I did change my plans slightly. Her birthday was on a Friday. I was going to give her the pendent with a card that night. Saturday I was taking her out for dinner and dancing at Plato's Place, and Sunday our folks were coming over with a cake in the afternoon. Later, we were all going out for an early dinner, then the folks would leave for home from the restaurant.
I had planned on giving her the flash drive, Saturday night, so she could show the pictures to our parents the next day. I thought about putting Julie on the spot by waiting for everyone to be gathered around the computer before asking who she was kissing in the photo, but again, without proof that anything was actually going on, I decided against trying to embarrass her like that. Instead, I elected to wait until we got home Sunday night before giving her the flash drive.
Just once over the next two weeks, did Julie ask if something was wrong, so I guess I did a fair job of not letting my suspicions come to the surface. She was over the moon with elation and cried happy tears when I gave her the pendant. That night, I had no time to mope with my thoughts. Julie attacked me in bed and for three hours, I was in heaven.
Saturday, after dinner, we danced until one in the morning, then it was another night of amatory bliss.
I was glad I didn't embarrass Julie, Sunday, with everyone there. It had been a while since we'd all been together and we had a really great time. I know our folks hated to see it end but her folks had a good two-hour drive ahead of them so we all said goodbye in the restaurant's parking lot and left in different directions. It was about eight-thirty when Julie and I got home. Julie headed toward the kitchen.
"I'm going to make coffee, honey. You want me to make enough for both of us?"
I'd only had one cup to counteract the two glasses of wine I'd had with dinner so it sounded like a good idea. "Yeah, Hon, thanks," I replied. I had her last gift in my suitcoat pocket.
To be honest, I was having second thoughts about confronting her. I wondered if I should just give it to her and not say anything about the guy. Unfortunately, that's antithetical to who I am. The last two weeks had been torture; there was no way I could go on like that; I had to know.
She was making the coffee with her back to me when I sat down and put the small box on the table. "I have one more present for you, honey."
"And I bet I know what it is," she said without turning around, "but, honestly, honey, I don't know if I have it in me tonight."
"No, Hon," I answered with a chuckle, "I wasn't talking about that."
Just then she hit the brew button and came over to sit with me at the table. Only then did she see the small, brightly wrapped box. "Oh, honey," she said while reaching for it. Quickly, Julie started to unwrap it. I could see the question mark in her eyes as she lifted the top. It was pretty and it had her name on it, but she didn't know what it was yet. She opened it and saw the top was removable. She pulled it off, "A thumb drive. Honey, it's beautiful, thank you," she said with some hesitancy in her voice.
"Hold on," I said as I got up to get the laptop. I set it down in front of her with the screen open. "Stick it in."
"That's what I usually tell you to do," she joked while inserting the drive. The shriek was almost deafening as the thumbnails appeared. "They're the pictures from my old laptop," she screamed as she excitedly jumped up and threw her arms around my neck. She peppered me with kisses and thanked me again before anxiously sitting back down to start reliving her college days through the imagery.
I sat down on the other side of the table so I could see her face. When I rearranged the photos, I put the one of her and him sitting together toward the end of the first row. Three more of them together were scattered out in the second row, and the two of them kissing were in the third row.
I watched her intently and knew there was going to be trouble when Julie took a short, quick breath with an almost inaudible gasp as she reached the end of the first row. Her eyes fixed on more thumbnails like lasers. The last two shots of them kissing brought tears to her eyes.
I could feel a knot forming in my stomach. "You want to tell me about it?" It was a statement, not a question. "Who is he, and why are you kissing him while wearing the bracelet I gave you? That was supposed to signify our exclusivity if I remember right."
I could see her choking back more tears. "Dane, I... I... oh, God, how can I explain it to you? I... I know you're going to be hurt... I...
"You're telling me you were screwing him when you were supposed to be exclusive with me?" I could already hear the anger in my voice. I'm sure she could as well.
"No, not... not exactly, I... I had to be sure, honey. I was so scared, I had to be sure. I didn't want to make the same mistake my mother did."
I knew her mother had remarried because Julie always called her mother, Mom, but she referred to the father figure by his first name, Don. I assumed he was her stepdad. I'd never asked what happened and it never came out in conversation. Maybe now was a good time to inquire. "You want to explain?" I was finding it hard to stay civil.
"My real dad left us when I seven," she sadly stated. "Mom admitted a good part of the blame was hers. She said she was in love with another man but my dad was the one who popped the question. She said she never could love him like she should have and always kind of hoped the other guy would come and whisk her away. Of course, it never happened and Dad wound up leaving mom for his secretary if you can believe that.
"Anyway, he left us penniless. We struggled for years. She met Don when I was twelve. He was nice from the start, but mom wouldn't commit for two years, afraid she'd make the same mistake twice. When she finally realized she really loved Don, they found out that my dad never filed for divorce. Don gave her the money to file and they had to wait another six months."
I sat for a couple minutes, thinking about what she said. A lot of it made sense, I supposed, but she said her mother was in love with another guy. "So, you were in love with the guy in the picture?"
"I... I wasn't sure. I'd known him since we were kids and had a massive crush on him since the sixth grade. I was sure I loved him back then. We dated in high school and my heart would pound whenever I was with him."
"So, what happened? You obviously split up for a while."
"He moved; his dad got another job in Saint Louis. He and his mom stayed until he graduated, but then they joined him. I was devastated. It took me weeks to stop moping around the house. He never called and I had no way of getting in touch with him, so I forced him out of my mind. A few years later, I met you in our junior year at Northern and fell head over heels.
"Then, Tammy, an old high school friend called me one night and said she had run into Chuck. She told me he and his family had moved back to Chicago and that he was going to Aurora University; that's only half an hour's drive from Northern. By that time you and I were committed to each other. It broke my heart when he moved away. I knew I loved you, but I had to be sure, Dane. I had to make sure that if you and I were married, I'd be able to love you like you deserved to be loved, and not have Chuck's ghost hanging over our heads, causing doubts."
I hadn't given her any time to make up a story so I believed what she was telling me, but I wasn't excusing her actions, not by a long shot. I had to know the full story. "It looks like you went out with him at least four or five times. Did you sleep with him every time?"
"No, we'd had sex a few times in high school, but I never slept with him after that," she replied.
That didn't sound logical. "Oh, come on, you just told me you had to make sure I was the one, that you didn't love him more than me; you're telling me you didn't consider sex to be a component in that little evaluation? You're telling me you weren't curious to see how much he'd learned since high school?"
By that time, I could feel myself starting to lose it and the tears that started in Julie's eyes were now streaming down her face, accompanied by sobs.
"Honest, Dane," she moaned between sniffles, "I didn't fuck him. We... we came close, but I couldn't do it."
"Came close? How close?" I angrily asked.
"It was the last time I saw him. He... he had a friend, I don't remember his name, but he and his girlfriend shared a two bedroom apartment off-campus. We went over there to hang out. We'd had a few drinks and I think it was understood that we'd spend the night, although no one really cleared it with me. Chuck and I had already been to a few parties and made out in his car a couple of times. That coupled with our history together, I think he felt sex was a forgone conclusion. Anyway, he got me into bed but as soon as he started to touch me, I said I couldn't go through with it and left," she cried.
At that point, I wasn't sure what I believed and what I didn't believe, but one thing that was still nagging me—where the hell was I during all this time?
"Julie, you and I spent almost all of our free time together. When was all this going on?"
"Oh, God," she cried out and buried her face in her hands. Obviously, I hadn't heard the worst yet. She raised her head and faced me with red and swollen eyes. "It was while you were student teaching," she told me.
I knew why she didn't want to answer my question. "We... we were engaged by that time," I exclaimed. "You dated another man for twelve weeks after we were engaged?" I was having a hard time controlling my emotions. "Where was your engagement ring? You're not wearing it in any of the pictures."
"I... I kept it in my purse when I was with him," she moaned, "but it wasn't during the whole time you were teaching. You had been gone for a couple of weeks, already, when I got that call from Tammy. Then I fought with myself for another couple of weeks trying to decide whether to look him up or not."
"A fight that I obviously lost," I interjected with malice.
She was still crying when she nodded her head in agreement.
"So, how long did you see him, then, if it wasn't for the full twelve weeks I was gone?"
"Off and on, six or seven weeks," she admitted. "Tammy gave me his number, so I called him. We talked for about an hour, catching up with each other, then he said they were having a party on campus that Saturday and invited me. It was the first time I'd seen him in years. We had a good time together, but I was feeling so guilty; I told him I had to study for a big test and left early. He called me a few days later and invited me to another party the following weekend. That's where that picture came from."
"And the other one too, right? The one of you two in a passionate embrace while he sticks his tongue down your throat," I snarled. She looked at me like she had no idea what I talking about. I knew where it was on the page so I turned the computer around and looked. It took me only a few seconds to find. I clicked on it and turned the laptop back around so she could see it.
Julie put her hand to her mouth and gasped. "Oh, Dane, I'm so sorry."
"If that was only your second date, I'm sure it happened more than that once," I charged.
"I'm not going to lie to you, Dane. Yes, it happened several times."
"Yeah, that and more," I declared. Again, she nodded her head in agreement. I wasn't sure I believed the part about her not having sex with him, so I pressed a little harder, wondering if she'd let something slip. "How much more?"
"We... we did some heavy petting," she admitted. "We did some kissing and a few times I let him put his hands where they shouldn't have been."
"Like down your pants," I said. It was a statement, not a question. She just sobbed harder so I took that as a yes. "So you let him finger you and probably play with your tits, but you're telling me he didn't fuck you?"



"Honest, Dane, I told you the truth."
By that time my stomach was twisted in knots, I had a massive headache, and every nerve in my body felt like a blow torch. I had to get out of there. She was still crying when I stood up and walked out to my car.
Driving in the country usually relaxes me, so I headed the car Northwest, the quickest way to farmland and open, country roads. Unfortunately, it wasn't working. My brain was a kaleidoscope with images of Julie and that Chuck guy. I kept thinking up new questions and having more suspicions. Maybe I was second best and she came back to me after he dumped her. She said he didn't call her after he moved, so maybe she figured out that he wasn't really all that interested in her after all. Maybe she realized he'd never marry her so I was her fallback plan, and that bit about her getting out of bed and leaving him with blue balls... how was I supposed to believe something like that?
I was stopped at a red light when something occurred to me. I looked around and had absolutely no idea where the hell I was. I wasn't even sure I was still in Illinois. I could be in Wisconsin or Iowa. I looked at the clock to see what time it was... shit, it was almost three in the morning. I had to be in the classroom in five hours. Screw it, I told myself. I sat through the light as it changed twice while I dug my phone out and left a message for the school secretary.
Now what, I wondered. I saw several calls and texts from Julie asking if I was all right. The last one was only twenty minutes old, so evidently she wasn't getting much sleep either. Good!
All the stress was catching up with me and I was too tired to drive back home, so I headed in that direction but stopped at the first motel I came to. I saw the address when I registered. I was in New Diggings, Wisconsin, where ever the hell that was. I didn't know and I didn't care. I was so tired I didn't even remember lying down on the bed, but I must have because that's where I awoke.
I had to desperately take a leak, so I stumbled out of bed and was on auto-pilot as I started walking in the wrong direction. When I actually opened my eyes and saw the strange wall in front of me, I stopped to get my bearings. That's when everything started coming back to me. I found the door to the bathroom, relieved myself, then jumped into the shower.
I was starting to feel human again as my naked self walked back into the room and made a beeline for the single-cup coffee maker. As it was brewing, I sat down on the bed and checked the time on my phone. "Shit," I mumbled to myself, it was twenty to eleven. I had only twenty minutes before check-out. I got dressed and tried to organize my thoughts as I sat drinking that terrible coffee. Some of my thoughts of inadequacies and doubts were still lingering. How would I ever know for sure that I was honestly Julie's number one choice and not the consolation prize?
I walked down to the lobby and tossed the room key on the counter as I left. The plan was to find a restaurant where I could get some breakfast and do some more thinking while nursing a decent cup of coffee, but my phone rang before I even reached my car. I looked at the display and saw it was my mother-in-law. I opened my car door and sat with one foot in and one foot out as I answered it.
"Hello, Mom."
I heard the anxiety in her voice when she spoke. "Oh, thank God, are you okay? Julie's been trying to get ahold of you all night. She hasn't slept a wink."
"Yeah, we had a little row last night after you guys left. I got in my car and just drove around most of the night." I heard her sigh, I assumed with relief.
"I know, she told me all about it. This is all my fault, you know. I was the one who drummed it into her head. She was only twelve or thirteen when I started lecturing her about being sure before she married anyone."
"Mom, I understand about wanting to be sure before marrying somebody, but going behind my back and literally dating another guy for several weeks after we were engaged goes way beyond making sure; it's cheating, flat out cheating."
I could feel myself getting all riled up again and tried to calm down. "How am I supposed to trust her after this? How do I know she hasn't maintained a relationship with the guy?"
"Oh, Dane, you'd know if you stopped long enough to look into your heart. I know you're angry, but please don't doubt Julie's love for you."
"That's the problem, though, Mom; I do doubt it. How do I know this Chuck guy didn't dump Julie and I was just her fallback?"
"Dane, has she ever... EVER given you the slightest indication that you were her second choice? Believe me, Dane, I speak from experience. If a woman thinks she's settled for second best, she can't help but express it in some way or another. When I first married Julie's father, I thought I'd eventually learn to love him, but after a while, I started noticing his every fault... little insignificant things that became big things. I started to resent the man I married and told myself I could have done better. I disrespected him, nitpicked, and hounded him. For years, he took my abuse until I finally drove him out of the house."
"Yeah, Julie told me he finally ran away with his secretary and left you guys high and dry." I heard her sigh again.
"That's not what really happened, Dane. I wish it was because the truth is much worse. He left when he finally couldn't take it anymore. By that time, I'd pretty much broken his spirit and his self-confidence. He crawled into a bottle and stayed there. Eventually, he lost his job and most of his friends. He was still living with his mother when he died of liver failure. He was only forty-two."
I heard her sniffle a couple times before going on.
"I felt like I had killed him," she continued. "I cried myself to sleep every night for a couple of weeks after finding out he'd died like that. I felt so guilty. That was about the same time Julie started talking about Chuck. It was Chuck this and Chuck that. She was infatuated with him. That's when I started preaching to her, almost daily. They were together for years, all the way through high school. I was pretty sure they were having sex by then, so I stepped up my preaching, but she just kept telling me she loved him. I never told Julie, but I was so relieved when he moved, I thought it would give her a chance to meet other men, see what they were like before falling in love. Then she met you and I just knew she'd picked the right guy."
I had heard bits and pieces of her mom's story before, but this was a revelation. "So, you lied to Julie about her dad leaving with his secretary?"
"Yeah, I know I shouldn't have, but as soon as he moved out, I was already feeling guilty about how I'd treated him. Julie was all I had left. I didn't want her hating me, so I mostly blamed everything on her dad. I... I just couldn't take the chance of losing her, too.
"I... know what you must think of me after all of this, Dane, but please don't judge me too harshly. I've tried to make up for my mistakes. I've been a good wife to Don, and I've tried my best to be a good mother to Julie.
"Looking back, I probably shouldn't have preached so heavily on being sure about the man she married. I should have had more confidence in her judgment, and I know lying to her about her father was wrong. One of these days, I'll have to confess, but I don't think now is the right time. She's got enough on her mind at the moment."
I agreed and told her I wouldn't say anything. On the way home, I thought about everything Julie's mom said. One thing, in particular, stood out. She asked if Julie had ever given me any indication that I was second best. The answer was a resounding NO. In fact, up until I found those pictures, I regarded myself as one of the luckiest guys in the world.
I had a wife who literally believed there wasn't anything I couldn't do if I put my mind to it, yet she never pushed me to be more than I was. I enjoyed teaching and she knew it. Most of our friends are married and I sometimes shudder at what some of the wives say to their husbands. The level of disrespect they have for their spouses is blatant, and the husband usually just sits there and takes it. Never had Julie disrespected me or embarrassed me like that in public, or in private, for that matter.
Julie was lying on the couch with her phone in her hand when I walked it. She opened her eyes and quickly sat up the instant she heard the door. "Oh, God," she cried, "couldn't you at least have let me know you were all right? I've been so worried. I've been up all night. When you didn't come home, I called the school this morning to make sure you were okay. When they told me you called in sick, I was frantic. I called my mom and asked her to call you."
"Yeah, I talked to her earlier."
"I know, she called me back and told me you were okay. Have you eaten? You want some breakfast?"
I almost had to smile. There she was, putting her own anger aside to put my needs first, again. "I'm fine; I stopped at a little greasy spoon on the way home."
"Coffee's fresh; it's only about an hour old," she told me.
That did sound good. I think the coffee I had with breakfast had been sitting on the warmer all night. I didn't say anything as I walked through the living room and into the kitchen. I still had a lot on my mind and had yet to decide what I was going to do. I poured myself a cup and sat down at the kitchen table to think.
A few minutes later, Julie walked in and stood in the doorway. "I'm not sure if I told you last night or not, but I want to tell you how sorry I am. At the time, it seemed so important. I had to be a hundred and ten percent positive you were the one. Looking back on it now, I should have known. You were head and shoulders above Chuck in every respect. I should have been able to see that without feeling like I had to give him a chance."
"Well, your mother is taking responsibility for the way she lectured you about being sure," I replied.
"That's no excuse for what I did, Dane. I should have been able to see it for myself. I'm so sorry. I know how much this has hurt you. I can see it in your eyes. I'm so sorry."
With that, she turned and left the room. It sounded like she went upstairs. I stayed in the kitchen with my thoughts. I had always credited myself with being logically-minded. As a teacher, I could take even complex problems, break them down, and explain them logically so everyone understood. I needed to somehow turn off my emotions and engage my brain.
I had an idea. The laptop was still sitting on the kitchen table from the night before. I turned it around and started a search but came up disappointingly empty. Okay, I'll have to do it the hard way, I protested to myself. Aurora University was only forty-five minutes away. I yelled upstairs that I'd be back in a couple of hours and left.
The first thing I had to do was find out more about this Chuck character. I didn't want to ask Julie for his last name because I didn't want her to tip him off, just in case they were still in contact. Even though I couldn't find his class' yearbook online, the university's library would have a copy.
It took me a while, but I found him. His name was Charles Goodman, and he majored in business management. Okay, I had his last name and business interests. I had intended to see if I could find him on Facebook, but I got a better idea: I'd try LinkedIn first. It was more targeted to the business community and most people put a picture of themselves next to their profile.
I figured a school password was needed to sign on to the library's computers, but I found one unattended and already online. Within a couple of minutes, I had him. He worked for a computer programing company that sold custom software to automotive repair shops. I wrote down the name and phone number of the company before logging into Facebook. I now had more information I could use to single him out from the hundreds of other Charles Goodmans I knew I would find.
I typed, "Aurora" into the search bar next to his name and got only two hits, unfortunately, neither panned out. One was too old and the other was too young. I widened my search and continued to come up empty. I had been at it for almost an hour and was getting nowhere. Oh well, I thought, I knew who he worked for.
I had given up the Facebook search when I got a brainstorm. The very first guy I looked up was in the age range where he could have been Chuck's father. I sat back down and looked him up again. His "info" said he was married but not much more. I went through his list of friends and found a Lisa Goodman. She looked to be about my age, so I clicked on her.
Voila, it was Chuck's wife. There were several pictures of her and him together. After some more snooping, I discovered they had a three-year-old daughter. From all outward appearances, it looked like he was an average, hard-working, happily married, family man. Unfortunately, I knew appearances could be deceiving. Somehow, I had to verify Julie's story and make sure they weren't still seeing each other behind my back.
It was seven-thirty by the time I got back home. I didn't see Julie so I checked upstairs. By the wet spot on her pillow, it looked like she cried herself to sleep. I checked in the kitchen to see if she had fixed herself anything to eat. When I saw the empty dishwasher, I ordered a pizza for the two of us.
Little was said over the next few days except for Julie's apologies. They went on non-stop. After a week, my thoughts and emotions were still all over the place. I loved my wife and if I knew for sure that things happened just the way she said, I could probably forgive her, but I couldn't shake my suspicions.
I still had three big questions that had to be answered before I could come to any conclusions, three questions that hounded me day and night: how could I be sure she didn't fuck him; how could I be sure I wasn't her fallback after he dumped her; and how could I be sure they weren't still seeing each other? Confronting him would do no good at all; if I didn't fully believe Julie, I certainly wouldn't believe him.
I finally came up with a plan, but I had a little legwork to do first. I called my auto mechanic, Hank. He was great with cars and priced his work fairly. Julie's Hyundai was still under warranty, but my old Chevy was in his shop several times a year. He and his wife, Melanie, had become friends. I called him during my lunch hour.
"Hank's Auto... "
"Hi, Hank, it's Dane Bryant."
"Hi, Dane, what can I do you for?"
"Hank, I need a favor."
"Ah, oh, I charge double my hourly rate for favors, triple if it's illegal," he said with a chuckle.
"Nope," I laughed back, "nothing illegal. Do you by any chance know a Chuck Goodman, or a company by the name of, "Service Solutions?"
"I've heard of the company, but I don't know the guy you mentioned. Is he a friend of yours? I'm not interested in any computer stuff, Dane. My..."
"No, no, no, Hank, I'm not going to ask you to buy anything."
"Good, because I don't even have a computer in the office. Mel's brother handles my books. He's a CPA."
"No, I'd never ask you to do something like that. No, this won't cost you a dime. Chances are, he won't even call you, but if he does, I need you to tell him I bought the shop from you."
"WHAT?" he almost yelled. "Who's going to call, that Chuck guy? Why in the world would I say you bought my shop?"
"He works for Service Solutions. I need an excuse to get a meeting with him, so I'm going to tell him I bought your shop and want to talk about buying some software," I explained.
There were a few moments of silence from the other end of the phone. "You don't really want me to buy anything, though, right?"
"Right, it's just an excuse to get an appointment."
"What are you going to do to him? You're not going to beat him up or anything like that, are you?"
"No, nothing violent, Hank, I swear. I just need to ask him some questions but he can't know who I am."
More silence, then I heard him sigh, "It all sounds very James Bondish to me, but okay. I'll let Mel know too, in case she answers the phone. You're sure I'm not going to get in any trouble?"
"I'm sure, Hank, thanks; most likely, he won't even call, but I just don't want to take any chances."
"Okay, just one thing—since you're the new owner, I need a raise."
"Yeah, right," I laughed. "You remember me, the guy whose favorite phrase is, 'THAT MUCH?'"
Well, part of my plan was in place, but I still had to get the appointment. I assumed they had more than one salesman, so I wondered if I'd be able to request Chuck. When I called and asked for him by name they put me right through to his secretary. I was relieved that things went as smoothly as they did. I gave her an alias and had devised a story about living elsewhere and only being in town for a couple days. When I asked if Chuck and I could get together over lunch, she checked his schedule and gave me an appointment for the following Tuesday. First thing Monday morning, I informed the school that I was taking the following day as a personal day off. So far, so good.
I was nervous when I walked into the restaurant but I had been practicing my lines and knew them well. I recognized him as soon as I walked in, but let the hostess guide me to his table. He stood, we shook hands, and introduced ourselves. Our waiter brought coffee with our menus and said he'd return in a couple of minutes.
We both studied our menus before setting them down. As soon as he picked up his coffee, I told myself it was show-time and started playing my part. "You'll have to excuse me if I seem a little agitated. I had the strangest thing happen to me last night."
He chuckled, "This is Chicago, strange is the normal," he joked. "What happened?"
"Well, I used to live here when I was in my teens. I've wanted to move back for a while now. Buying Hank's shop is giving me that opportunity. Anyway, last night I was in the hotel bar and ran into a woman I went to high school with. Believe me, I'm not usually the kind of guy to kiss and tell, but this was just so weird. We got talking and I found out she was divorced, so am I. One thing led to another and she came up to my room with me."
Just then the waiter came back. We gave him our orders and waited for him to leave. Chuck, acting interested, but I'm sure was just trying to be polite, told me to go on with my story.
"Well, I won't go into detail, but I really thought we were going to have a great night together when she suddenly jumped out of the bed and said she couldn't do it. Talk about having your ego deflated, she couldn't get dressed fast enough. She was out the door before I knew it and I have no idea what I did wrong." I was holding my breath to see if he'd take the bait.
He chuckled again. "Her name wasn't Julie Connors was it?"
He took it hook, line, and sinker. Connors was Julie's maiden name. Now I just had to pump him for as much info as I could get. "No, why; don't tell me the same thing happened to you?"
"Yup," he laughed, "when I was in college. I knew Julie from high school but we lost touch for a few years after graduating. Then, in my senior year of college, she calls me from out of the blue. We got back together and started dating again. She was going to a different college, but it wasn't that far away so we'd get together on the weekends. Things were a little strange right from the start."
"How so?"
"Well, we screwed like bunny rabbits during our senior year in high school. When she called, I figured we'd pick up where we left off."
"Yeah," I interjected, "I would have thought that'd be a no-brainer, especially since she called you."
"Exactly," he retorted, "but we dated for a couple of months before I actually got her back in the sack, and then when it finally happened, she did just what your girl did, jumped up saying it was a mistake and took off before I hardly even touched her."



Suddenly it was as if the weight of the world had just been lifted off my shoulders, but I still probed for more. "So, you never got to screw her that whole time?"
"Like I said, we screwed in high school, but not after getting back together in college, no. Oh, we made out in the car a few times. I got her top off and got my hand in her pants once or twice, but that was it."
Just then the waiter brought our dinners, after which, I still had an important question to ask. "Did you ever see her again?"
"Nope, I tried calling her but she wouldn't answer. Then she finally called me a few days later and apologized."
"Did she say why she jumped out of bed like that?" I asked.
"Kind of," he replied. "I guess she had another boyfriend and was cheating on him with me, then got a sudden attack of morality."
"And you never saw her again, never got together in some little dive for a one-night stand?" I asked in my best Snidely Whiplash voice.
"Nope, she was a special lady too. I tried to call her back after she admitted that she was seeing someone else. I thought about putting up a fight to see if I could win her back, but she'd already blocked my number. I guess she was serious about the guy. That was the last time I ever talked to her. Shortly afterward, I met Lisa, my wife. We have a fantastic daughter and I couldn't be happier, so I guess it all worked out for the best. What about you? You said you were divorced... any kids?"
Going into that little ruse, I hadn't decided what I'd do if I got the information I was looking for. At that point, would I continue to lie and just leave him hanging about the software sale, or would I come clean? Had he been a jerk, I'm pretty sure I would have simply kept up the charade and just left him with an, "I'll call you, don't call me," but he seemed like a stand-up guy.
"I have a confession to make, but before I do, I want to let you know this lunch is on me, even the tip." I'm not usually that good at reading people but if anyone ever looked confused, it was him at that moment.
"I don't get it. What..."
"I'm not who I said I was," I said, cutting him off in mid-sentence. "My name is Dane, Julie is my wife."
I saw his mouth drop open. I wasn't going to give him more than my first name but I thought I owed him an explanation.
"So, you really have no interest in our software?"
"I'm afraid not. I just found out about Julie's little tryst with you in college. We were actually engaged at the time. She told me the whole story, but after keeping it a secret all these years, I wasn't sure I could trust her. I had to make sure she was telling me the truth so I cooked up this little plan to see if I could get you to talk about it."
"And did you find out what you wanted to know?" he angrily asked.
"Yes, I did. Your stories are almost identical. You have no idea how relieved I am."
"How do you know Julie and I didn't get together and compare stories?"
I knew he was pissed and trying to lash out at me, but he'd already given himself away. "Because she has no idea I'm here or even that I know your last name. I can also tell by your anger," I said. "It's genuine."
"Yeah, well," he said while cutting off a piece of his chicken parmigiana, "I could have used a sale. I guess I can't blame you though. If my wife told me a story like that, I'd probably have a hard time believing it myself. Did she tell you why? I have to admit, I've thought about it several times over the years and I still wonder what the whole thing was all about? I mean, if she was so head over heels in love with you, why'd she even call me?"
"If I tell you why and pay for lunch will you consider us even?" I asked with a smile.
He looked me straight in the eye like I had a lot of nerve. Then I saw the smallest smile. "Yeah, sure," he said with a slight nod, "why not."
I told him the whole story about how Julie's mother had relentlessly preached to her about being sure before committing to a man and how Julie hadn't known he'd moved back to Chicago until after we were engaged. I apologized again for the pretense and explained how I had to make sure she had picked me over him and that I wasn't second choice after he dumped her.
Again, he assured me it happened just the way he told me; then he thanked me, saying the incident always had him perplexed, and even though he missed a sale, he was glad to be finally enlightened. By the time we left the restaurant, I had the impression we could have been great friends. Instead, we shook hands in the parking lot and said our goodbyes.
I still had a lot of thinking to do on the way home. Again, I thought back to the kind of relationship some of my friends had with their wives: the fights, and the disrespect the women sometimes showed toward their husbands.
I remembered one night in particular when Julie was sitting at the wives' table during one of our shows. Linda, the wife of our drummer, made a derogatory remark about the band, and Julie lit into her. She berated the woman up one end and down the other to the point where Linda was in tears when she apologized to Julie and the rest of the girls.
When the chips are down, I can't think of another person I'd rather have in my corner than my wife. If the roles were reversed, I had no doubt she'd fight for me and our marriage with every ounce of strength in her body. Did she deserve anything less from me?
It was only about two o'clock when I got back to the house. I still had three and a half hours before Julie would be home. I made a phone call then warmed up a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table to think. God only knows why, but for some reason, I felt the need to look at the pictures of Julie and Chuck one more time.
I pulled up the file on my laptop but couldn't find them. She'd deleted all the shots of them together. I thought that was interesting and wondered if she did the same with the photos on her flash drive. I had a pretty good idea of where she'd keep it and found it with no trouble in her jewelry box just as I had expected. I plugged it in and looked... sure enough, they were all gone. All the other pictures were still there, but not one of her and Chuck were anywhere to be found. She wasn't even interested in saving one as a keepsake.
I returned the drive and stretched out in my chair, feeling pretty damn good. Any suspicions in Julie's fidelity at that point would have been pure paranoia. There was no doubt in my mind that I was her man, and she was my woman. The thought brought on the biggest smile I'd had on my face in a long time.
As Julie walked in, she took one look at me in my suit and immediately looked worried. As strained as things had been, I couldn't blame her.
"What's going on, Dane, why are you dressed in a suit?"
"I have a date tonight," I told her, "and if she doesn't get upstairs and into the shower quickly, we're going to be late."
She just stood there for a second with a quizzical look on her face. "What..."
"Hurry up," I said, cutting her off. "I'm taking you out to dinner."
"What's the occasion?"
"I'll tell you later, now hurry up, we have thirty minutes to get out of here."
I think she started to relax a little when she saw my lecherous grin as she stepped from the shower, naked.
"Are you sure you don't want to just stay at home?"
"No, we have reservations, but keep that thought in mind for later tonight," I replied.
It was getting to be an expensive day. By the time Chuck and I finished lunch, the bill was almost fifty bucks with drinks and tip. Dinner at Odette's, downtown, would be more than twice that much. Julie was cutting into her Steak Diane when I finally answered her question as to why we were celebrating.
"I had lunch with Chuck, today," I casually mentioned.
"Chuck, who?" she asked as she put the piece of steak in her mouth.
"Chuck Goodman."
Julie gasped and sucked the meat down the wrong pipe. For a second, I thought I'd have to give her the Heimlich, but she got it back up and took a sip of wine. Our waiter saw it and scurried over to our table.
"Is everything all right, ma'am?" he asked with a worried look on his face.
Julie just nodded and took another drink before answering him in a strained voice. "Yeah, it... it just went down the wrong way," she choked out before coughing two more times.
"Are you sure you're okay?" I asked.
She nodded again. "Yeah, I'm fine," she said in a little clearer voice. She looked back up at the concerned waiter, "Honest, I'm okay." He looked reassured and returned to his station.
"Did I hear you right? You had lunch with Chuck? How did you know where to find him? What did he say?"
"Well, you'll be happy to know he backed up your story."
She was shaking her head as the wheels in her brain turned with question after question. "I don't think I even told you his last name, did I? How could you possibly know how to find him?"
"Never mind, I found him."
"And just like that, he started talking about me?"
"I wouldn't say, just like that, but I figured out a way to bring you up in conversation. All this time, the poor guy's been wondering what he did wrong that night."
"Did he know who you were?"
"Not until he told me everything I wanted to know, then I came clean."
She just sat there staring at me like she didn't know whether to believe me or not, so I thought I'd convince her.
"You didn't tell me he got you topless in the car a couple of times." I saw her eyes widen and knew she was convinced.
"I knew you didn't believe me," she said, angrily.
"Would you believe a story like that if it was me telling you?"
"Yes, I would."
"Look, all these years, you never told me about your little romp after we were engaged. You kept it secret from me until I discovered it by accident. That was dishonest, Julie. You snuck around behind my back and cheated on me with another man. I can understand your reasons, but that does not excuse your actions. If you were dishonest back then, how would I know you weren't being dishonest now?"
I could see her eyes starting to glisten with tears but I had to make her see how serious this was. "There's some else, too."
"More?"
"Yes, more, something I don't think you've considered at all." She didn't say anything so I continued. "How would I know you didn't intend on getting back with Chuck and ditching me? Maybe Chuck had someone special and it was him who said he couldn't go on and dumped you. What if I was actually your second choice, your rebound guy?"
"You can't think that," she said a little too loud. People from the surrounding tables looked in her direction, so she lowered her voice. "Dane, have I ever given you that impression?"
"No, you haven't, but you can't blame me for considering the possibility." I could see tears falling to her cheeks. "Don't cry, honey. I'm not trying to punish you; I'm just trying to make you see the gravity of the situation. This time it was I... who had to be sure."
She picked up the white cloth napkin from her lap and dried her eyes. "Please say you forgive me, Dane. I'm so sorry. I wouldn't hurt you for the world."
"I do forgive you, Julie. I forgive you because I know that if I hadn't been able to get Chuck to talk, I would wonder if I was really your first choice for the rest of my life. I forgive you because I know you felt the same way. You went behind my back to confirm something you thought you already knew, but had to make sure. I did the same today."
I saw just the hint of her beautiful smile. "Now, I meant for this to be a happy occasion, so dry those gorgeous eyes and smile for me. Enjoy your meal, knowing I love you with every beat of my heart. In the meantime, you can think of ways to show me how much you love me back, tonight."
...And she did...
The End.
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Double, Double Cross
Ever notice that air conditioners never take a crap in the winter? It was summer in Chicago, and so damn hot you could light a cigarette by just sticking it out the window. The small air conditioner I had in my office gave up the ghost two days prior, with a death rattle and a groan. I could literally feel the sweat dripping from my armpits.
I would have preferred to be sitting on a stool in Plato's Place sipping down a cool one, but unfortunately, or fortunately, whichever way you wanted to look at it, I couldn't leave. I was waiting for my one o'clock appointment, and there was no way I was going to miss getting a gander at the dame who was coming to see me. The last time I'd heard a voice as sultry as the one on the phone, Lauren Bacall was telling Bogie to pucker up and whistle. I didn't even get her name. She hung up before giving it to me. All I knew so far was that her husband was missing.
I could hear her high heels echoing in the hall and saw her shadow as she stopped to read the black lettering printed across the frosted glass of my door, 'Blake McDaniels, Private Investigations.'
I quickly buttoned the top button of my shirt and straightened my tie as the door opened. I've seen a lot of beautiful broads in my day, but this one was straight out "Vogue," or "Vanity Fair."
I stand six-two, and she looked to be only four or five inches shorter. Her long blond hair was professionally styled to frame a gorgeous face with high cheekbones and flashing blue eyes that could devour a man's soul like a Doberman with a piece of raw meat. The expensive women's suit she wore did little to disguise the body it covered, and the longest legs I'd ever seen disappeared into a shortened skirt to hide treasures a man would kill for.
I stood and stretched out my hand as she crossed the ten feet between the door and my desk on the other side of the room. "Blake McDaniels," I announced, "Mrs..."
"Richardson," she replied while sitting in the chair opposite my desk and crossing those long legs, "Mrs. Arthur Richardson." I could see her amusement with the shock on my face. "Yes, that's right, Mr. McDaniels, the same Arthur Richardson who made a fool of you a couple of years ago."
She wasn't kidding. Her asshole husband was embezzling funds from his company. His business partner knew it but couldn't prove anything, so he hired me. I ran a con on Richardson that forced his hand and caught him with it in the cookie jar. He was indicted and went to court for what everyone thought was a slam-dunk. Unfortunately, he'd hired a slick out-of-town shyster who discredited me, the star witness, and got Richardson off. Not only was it bad for my ego, it was bad for business. It took me over a year to live it down.
"I have to say, Mr. McDaniels, you're exactly what I imagined a PI would look like."
"Oh, and what is that?"
"Tall, nice physique, kind of intimidating--that nose looks like it's been broken more than once, and the scar above your left eye and the other one on your cheek tells me you take no guff from anyone."
I had to chuckle. She had me pegged pretty good. "So, Mrs. Richardson, how can I help you?"
"I'm offering you an opportunity to balance the scales, Mr. McDaniels. Somehow, Art got wind that I was going to divorce him and took off for parts unknown. He doesn't care about me, but a divorce will financially cost him dearly and he knows it."
My ears stood up when she mentioned costing that jackass money. "How long's he been gone?"
"A little over a month."
"Did you go to the cops?"
"Yes, they had me make out a missing person's report but they didn't seem too interested. Like me, they assume he's playing house with his girlfriend, somewhere. They did show me how to download something to my phone. They said it would show me the location of his cell as soon as he used it, but nothing has ever shown up."
"I know you don't accept infidelity cases but you do take missing persons, so here's my proposition, I'll pay you twenty thousand dollars plus expenses to find my husband, and a bonus of fifty thousand dollars if you just happen to find evidence of him cheating on me at the same time."
"Do you suspect him of cheating?"
"Oh, I know he's cheating. He has at least two mistresses, and I'm sure he's shacked up with one of them as we speak. Which one? I don't know and I don't care; I just want him found so I can have him served."
I reached over and pulled a contract out of the bottom drawer of my desk and filled it in to reflect her offer, twenty grand to find her hubby, another fifty if I get evidence of infidelity, and a five thousand dollar retainer to get started. She signed without even reading it. "I don't have the full five thousand with me," she said while digging the cash from her purse, "but I'll have someone drop it off to you tomorrow afternoon, if that's okay?"
"I do take checks," I informed her.
"I want you to start right away. I don't want you having to wait for a check to clear," she explained.
I took the three grand in cash and gave her a receipt, then spent the next hour asking questions. Did he have any friends or relatives he might stay with? How much cash did he take? Did she know where he might have more money stashed? Did he own property out of state? Did he drive his car?
She gave me his driver's license number, all the credit card numbers, social security, and bank accounts she knew of, but suspected he had others she didn't know about. She knew nothing about any of his business dealings or associates. I knew he had been forced out of the company he was embezzling from, but didn't keep track of him after the trial.
I watched her ass sway from side to side as Mrs. Richardson left my office and noticed no panty lines under that tight skirt. Damn, she had been sitting there commando the whole time. I wondered if it was because of the heat, or was she trying to use her feminine charms as an incentive to take her case? If that was it, she needn't have bothered. I was going to serve those papers on him myself when I found him, just to see the look on the SOB's face.
Off and on, I had been working on another case for myself. Our state's Lieutenant Governor was as crooked as they come. A couple of months prior, I'd gotten an anonymous tip on a real estate scheme he was involved in. Just a little preliminary investigating convinced me the tip was legit. I hate dirty cops and politicians, but I had to be extremely careful; I was playing in the big boy's sandbox. If I showed my hand before getting proof, I could lose my license and possibly wind up behind bars myself. No thanks!
The missing person's case would give me a little distraction as well as let my scent fade in case somebody from the LG's office was sniffing around; besides, I owed Richardson. He made a monkey out of me once; it was time to return the favor.
I got on the computer and started a rundown using what info I got from the wife, but came up empty. I didn't think it would be easy. The asshole was smart. I made the mistake of underestimating him once; I wasn't going to do it again.
I needed a starting point, a lead of some kind; I'd take whatever I could get. Where better to start than at the end. It had been two years since I'd been in the offices of Richardson and Walker Industrial Lighting, although now it was just Walker's Industrial Lighting. From her expression, I knew his secretary recognized me as I walked in. I went for a business card.
"I know who you are, Mr. McDaniels, but I don't see your name on Mr. Walker's appointment calendar and I honestly don't expect to see it there any time in the future, either."
I couldn't say I was surprised at the reception. "Look, doll, just tell him I know a way to get some revenge on our mutual nemesis."
She just stared at me for a few seconds. "Go sit over there," she commanded, "I'll see if he'll talk to you."
Not knowing how long he'd keep me waiting, or even if he'd see me at all, I took a seat and reached for a magazine. I barely had time to open it when I heard his door open on the other side of the room. I looked up as he stood there with a scowl. "What's this about, McDaniels, did you get our money back?"
"No," I replied, "that's probably gone forever, but with your help, we may be able to get some revenge."
He turned and retreated back into his office, but left the door open. I took that as an invitation. I walked in and took a seat as he sat behind his desk with that same scowl on his face. "I don't even know why I'm listening to you. The last time I did that you assured me the company would recover the money that asshole embezzled. Not only did we NOT recover any of the money, but I had to pay your fee on top of it, so say what you have to say, and it better be good; otherwise, I might just have security throw your ass out the window."
I knew he was pissed, but come on, as far as I knew they didn't even have security. I wasn't about to antagonize him, though; I was hoping he could give me a lead.
I told him about Richardson's wife hiring me to find him and told him why. "I'm hoping to serve him with those divorce papers myself," I told him. "When I do, I can always say they're with your compliments, as well." I wasn't really expecting it, but that brought a small smile to his face.
"What do you need from me?"
"Anything you might know about his habits when he worked here: people he knew, places he went to get away from it all, anything you can think of that might help me locate him, maybe a little hide-a-way where he took his women. His wife thinks he's shacked up with a girlfriend but doesn't know who it could be," I said.
"Shit, guys like that go through mistresses like an alligator through a swamp," he said. "I know of two women he was banging back then, but that was two years ago; who knows how many girlfriends he's had since then?"
"Anything you can come up with," I reiterated. "An old girlfriend might know his new girlfriend. You know what they say about a woman scorned."
He reached for the intercom button. "Dorie, could you come in here for a minute, please?" Just a few seconds later, Walker's good-looking secretary was standing at his desk, smiling at him while glaring at me. Damn, she was good at that. I'd bet she was one hell of a Girl-Friday, not to mention a tiger in the sack. I wondered if Walker had intimate knowledge of both.
"Dorie, you had more contact with the two women Richardson was seeing than I did. Do you remember their names?
"I have their names, addresses, and phone numbers, Mr. Walker."
We both looked at her in shock. "He used to have me send them flowers. I have their info in the computer. He also used to have me dial their number for him before he'd pick up the phone."
I'd just hit the motherlode. I got excited and pushed for more. "What about a secret little love nest, someplace he'd take his honey overnight, someplace where his wife could never find them?"
"Sorry," she said, snidely, "I don't know of any place like that."
"Dorie, can you print out everything you have on the two women and anything else you think might be instrumental in finding Richardson. He's disappeared and we're going to help McDaniels find him."
She looked at her boss with an expression that said, 'I'll do it, but I don't like it.' She turned and walked back out to her desk.
Walker turned his attention back to me. "Okay, hot-shot, Dorie will have a printout for you. Leave her your card in case she comes up with anything else. You know I'm only doing this because I'd like to see Richardson hurting, right? Don't get the impression that I think you're anything more than an asshole."
I stood up without offering him my hand and joined Dorie at her desk. She already had the printout.
"This is everything I have," she said, handing me a piece of paper.
I reached into the pocket of my sport jacket and took out the same business card she had refused when I first walked in. "Your boss said I should give you this in case you come up with anything more," I said as I laid it down on her desk.
I was feeling pretty good. I at least had a lead, maybe two. The outside heat hit me like a blast furnace as I left the air-conditioned building. I was thinking about a quick stopover at Plato's when I got an eerie feeling that I was being watched. If my twenty years as a PI has taught me anything, it's never to ignore a gut feeling.
I subtlety looked around as I lit a cigarette. I didn't see any suspicious looking characters, at least no more than you usually find in downtown Chicago, but I couldn't shake the sensation. If I was being followed, the last thing I wanted to do was lead them straight to my only two leads. I decided to go back to my office.
As I walked in, the first thing I did was take off my coat and shoulder holster. I took my Beretta and stuck it in the top drawer of my desk then went to the top drawer of my filing cabinet and grabbed my bottle of Dewar's White Label and a glass. I had to think. I only had two cases, Richardson's and the Lieutenant Governor's. Then it hit me. Of course, if I was hiding from someone, I'd want to know what they were doing to find me. Richardson was having his wife followed. That way he'd always be one step ahead of her. Damn, the S.O.B. was smart. I looked around my office. Could he have had it bugged while I was out? At that point, I decided paranoia was my friend.
I put everything back on and left my glass of Dewar's on my desk as I left my office. I walked around the corner to a little diner for a bite to eat. When I was done I walked into the back, past the men's room sign, and out the back door. I doubled back to my car and drove to a little-known electronics shop. Angelo, Angie, for short, was always my ace in the hole. He heard the little bell over the door as I walked in and came out from the back room to greet me.
"Hi, Blake, what's shaking?"
"Hi, Angie, ever had the feeling you were being watched?"
He laughed. "Not in my business."
I took out my phone and laid it on the counter in front of him. "Could you scan that for me? I think I'm being followed. They may also have bugged my office, I'm not sure."
Angie plugged my phone into his computer and ran a check. "The phone is fine, Blake."
Good news, I told myself. "Okay, thanks. Is there any way you can come over to my office and scan it?"
"Yeah, sure," he said, looking at the clock on his wall. "I can leave here in an hour."
"That'd be great, Angie, thanks. I'll be there."
It wouldn't be the first time he'd scanned my place for bugs. We had a regular routine. He would say he was in the neighborhood and stopped in to say hello. We'd carry on a regular conversation while he scanned the room. That way, if he found a bug, we wouldn't tip off whoever left it.
Sure enough, he found it in fifteen minutes. It was very professionally planted in the headrail of my Venetian blinds. Whoever Richardson hired was no amateur. We left the bug in place.
"Come on, Angie, I'll walk you downstairs," I said for the benefit of our spy. Once I got in the hallway and out of the range of my eavesdropper, I called my client. She answered on the third ring.
"That was fast. I only left your office a few hours ago."
"Well, I have good news and bad news, Mrs. Richardson." I heard her sigh.
"Okay, tell me the good news first."
"I have two promising leads," I told her.
"That IS good news. What's the bad news?"
"Your husband is having you followed."
"What?" How do you know?"
"In this business, you develop kind of a sixth sense, sometimes. Mine told me I was being watched earlier today. On a hunch, I had my office swept for listening devices and found one."
"How do you know it's Art? Maybe it's from one of your other cases."
"Think about it, Mrs. Richardson, what better way to keep you from finding him than by knowing your every move."
"That sneaky son of a bitch," she growled.
"Your husband's no dummy, that's for sure. Anyway, we can actually use this to our advantage."
"How?"
I explained my plan but it was getting late so we decided to wait until the following day. At ten o'clock the next morning, she came storming into my office.
"Why didn't you tell me you were the same PI who caused all the trouble a couple years ago?" She yelled. I quietly handed her a burner phone with a note telling her to use it from now on if she needed to call me. She nodded her head acknowledging she understood and put the rest of my retainer on my desk before continuing. "If I had known who you were I would never have hired you. Well, I'm going to fix that right now... YOU'RE FIRED!"
"Wait a minute," I begged, but she turned and walked out, slamming the door behind her, damn near breaking the glass. "Shit," I said aloud while leaning back in my chair with a big smile.
I didn't like Derick Knutson; he was a private dick. I use that term for him, specifically because he gave private investigators a bad name. Mrs. Richardson was on her way to his office where she'd give him a fake name and a line of bullshit. After wasting a bit of his time, she'd flash her baby blues at him and go, leaving him to wonder what it was all about. Of course, whoever was following her would assume she fired me and hired him. Like a tick on a dog, they'd concentrate all their efforts on Knutson and leave me alone. I still had to give it some time to make sure my plan worked, so I ran out to do some chores before stopping off at Plato's Place for a few cold ones.
Stan, my favorite bartender, saw me walk in and had a frosty Mic waiting by the time I sat down. We'd known each other for a long time. He even dated my ex-wife for a little while. We shot the bull for a couple of minutes before he got busy and actually had to go to work. That left me to ponder my new case. The usual war cry in my profession is, "Follow the money." Unfortunately, I tried that two years ago and got nothing. Richardson was the best I'd ever seen at burying dead presidents.
The thing is, everybody's got a weakness, a vice of some sort that makes them vulnerable. From what I knew of Richardson, his appeared to be women. Instead of trying to follow the money again, I decided following the trail of broken hearts would be a better use of my time. As I mentioned to Walker, you know what they say about a woman scorned... speaking of which...
I wondered what Stacy was doing? Forty minutes later, I found myself ringing her doorbell. The door opened and an absolute vision of feminine pulchritude stood on the other side. With her natural red hair and sparkling green eyes, Stacy stood out in any crowd. The black, slinky dress and high heels showed off a figure that would rival any supermodel.
"Damn," if you weren't my ex-wife, I'd drop to one knee and propose right now."
She chuckled, "Excuses, excuses."
"I'm sorry, Stace, I should have called. I didn't know you had a date."
"Yeah," she said, opening the door a little wider. "Come on in; I just have to get my purse."
I stepped inside and looked around for her date but didn't see anyone. "I don't want to intrude, Stace, I'll take off."
"Not without me, you won't." She stood there, looking at me with purse in hand. "Have you decided where we're going yet?"
I was at a complete loss. "Ah, I don't get it. You're all dolled up. Don't you have a date?"




"I'm dressed up for you, you big dummy; now let's go, I'm getting hungry."
I took her by the arm as we walked to my car. I kept asking myself, how the hell did she know I was coming? I'm a detective, it's my job to solve mysteries and I wasn't going to be able to sleep until I solved that one.
I waited until we were in the car before asking. "Stacy, how the hell did you know I was coming?"
"Telepathy," she said.
"Telepathy?"
"Yeah, I felt like going out tonight so I transmitted the thought into the Cosmos. It only works for people within your spiritual orbit, so I knew you'd be the one to receive my thoughts."
Okay, I knew she just adlibbed all that psychobabble which meant she had no intention of telling me, so I'd just have to figure it out by myself. "Yeah... right," I said, which solicited a laugh from my beautiful passenger. We had ordered by the time it struck me. "Oh, of course, I mentioned it to Stan as I was leaving Plato's. He called you." She didn't say anything, just gave me a big grin.
Any time Stacy and I got together, we could pretty much count on sex as being part of the equation. We both got horny as hell by simply being in each other's company. By the time we got back to her apartment, we were tearing our clothes off.
I'm not quite sure how it happened, but somehow we were in a sixty-nine position when we hit the bed. Stacy's mouth had already engulfed my cock and I was looking up into her beautiful pussy. I reached up and pulled her butt cheeks apart to give my tongue better access. Briefly, her lips came to rest as she let out a sensuous moan when I started to reciprocate. Stacy came first, then second and third, but I was getting close. I told her but she just kept going until...
"Oh, oh God!" I felt her lips tighten around my shaft to keep anything from escaping as she milked me of every drop. I had my eyes closed and was still struggling for a normal breath when I felt Stacy get off the bed and go to the washroom. A couple minutes later she returned with a warm, moist washcloth and gently cleaned me up.
"Are you spending the night?"
"If that's an invitation, I accept," I replied.
"Good, I'll give you twenty minutes to recoup, then I want you to make love to me," she said while kissing my neck.
"You keep doing that and it won't take twenty minutes."
She smiled. "And since when do you need an invitation?"
I rolled her over onto her back and gently started sucking her nipples. It wasn't long before she started to squirm. I could feel her fingers in my hair as I slowly started to work my way south. Her eyes were closed tight but she must have sensed it when I started to maneuver into place.
"Are... are you hard already?"
I didn't verbally answer, I just tenderly slipped inside of her. Her gorgeous tits reached up as she arched her back in response.
"Oh, oh, oh, God, Blake, yes, slowly, please, with love, please."
It was around two in the morning by the time we both ran out of gas. Stacy curled up in my arms as we slipped off into dreamland. I was in that twilight zone just before sleep overtakes you when I heard her mumble, "I love you, Blake."
*****
As I expected, the bug in my office was gone by the following morning. Presumably, it was hidden away in some cozy little spot in Knutson's office. I'd wished I had time to bask in my cleverness, but if Richardson was as smart as I thought he was, my little ploy wouldn't fool him forever so I had to get a move on.
I had two names, Janet Stenson and Cathy Hyer. I did a complete rundown on both. From their driver's licenses, I saw Stenson had moved to a little classier neighborhood than before. I found their Facebook pages and studied their faces so I'd know them on sight and took note of anything else I thought might be of use.
From their social media pages, it looked like Hyer had moved on. I saw a couple of guys she seemed friendly with, but Janet Stenson didn't mention anyone with a "Y" chromosome. That and the fact that she moved to a swankier pad made me wonder if she was still seeing Richardson. It was certainly worth a short trip to see what I could come up with. A grabbed a small digital voice recorder and stuck it in my pocket. They can be handy in all kinds of situations.
I figured anyone who was mixed up with Richardson when I was trying to take him down would know who I was, so there was no reason to pose as a vacuum salesman as I rang Stenson's bell. It took her a few seconds to recognize me after opening the door. "What do you want?"
"Ms. Stenson," I greeted with a nod, "may I come in?"
Now, there were a few different ways this could go. If she knew nothing or wasn't seeing Richardson anymore, she'd probably say no and close the door. If she was still with him and knew the wife was on the prowl, one of two things were about to happen, if she wasn't too smart she'd slam the door in my face; if she was more intelligent than that, she'd invite me in and try to pump me for information that she could relay to her boyfriend.
"Yeah, sure, come on in," she replied while standing aside.
I didn't see anything about a job when I looked her up. Whoever her sugar-daddy was, he had money. The apartment was a good size with some rather expensive looking furniture. "Nice place."
"Thanks," she said, abruptly. "Now, what did you want to see me about?"
I glanced over to the leather couch. "May I have a seat?"
She sighed with impatience. "I guess," she conceded.
I walked over and sat down. I noticed her phone on the coffee table. What I wouldn't give to have a look, but I couldn't think of any way to get her out of the room for that long. "Ms. Stenson... may I call you Janet?"
"Yeah, that's fine."
Ah hah, she suddenly became friendlier. She was going to pump me for info, but she was a rank amateur next to me. "Janet, Arthur Richardson is missing. His wife is terribly worried and hired me to find him."
"Can I get you a beer?" she interrupted.
That surprised me a little. I figured she needed a moment to plan her strategy, or maybe she thought a beer would loosen my tongue and she'd get more out of me that way; in any event, it would give me an opportunity. "That would be great, thanks." As soon as she disappeared into the kitchen, I took the recorder out of my pocket, turned it on, and shoved it under the couch.
It was voice-activated and would only record someone talking. I hoped that she'd call Richardson as soon as I left. I had one more trick up my sleeve as well.
She was back in no time with the beer. She laid a leather coaster down on the glass coffee table in front of me and set a bottle of Michelob on it. "Now, I don't know what help I can be, Mr. McDaniels. Art was a friend but I haven't seen him in years. His wife must be frantic. Do you have any leads?"
"Not yet, I was hoping you might be able to help me. Let's be honest, Janet, you were a lot more than just a friend. With all his money, I doubt that a man like Richardson would take a chance using hotel rooms. My guess is that he has a nice little hide-a-way for extracurricular activities, someplace out of the way where no one would see him."
"So you don't suspect he was kidnapped or anything like that. You think he's hiding from his wife on purpose?"
"I'm not ruling anything out at this point. I really would like to find his love-nest though. If he's not there it could indicate foul play."
"And what happens if you find him?"
"His wife's no fool, Janet. If he's shacked up with somebody, more power to him. She just wants to make sure he's okay."
"Ah huh," she uttered, letting me know she knew I was lying. "Tell me, Mr. McDaniels, why did she hire you? I mean, there must be a hundred private eyes in Chicago."
"Janet, despite your boyfriend's expensive mouthpiece getting him off, I did get the goods on him. I'm good at my job. I think Mrs. Richardson recognizes that."
"I see," she acknowledged. "Well, I wish I could help you, but like I said, I haven't seen Art in years and we never went to any love-nest together."
I was surprised the mistress of a man like Richardson wasn't a better liar, but I knew that was my cue. I took a swig from my beer, stood up, and laid a business card on the table. "Well, if you think of anything..."
"I'll be sure to call you," she said, finishing my sentence for me. She walked me to the door, said goodbye, and shut the door. I knew her next move would be to call Richardson. The phone I saw didn't belong in a plush apartment. It was a cheap burner.
When I first arrived and parked my car down the street, I noticed the apartment building had a lower level parking garage with a large overhead door. I saw a tenant use an automatic garage door opener when he drove inside. I was betting that a classy joint like that had a marked parking space for every tenant. All I had to do was get inside. For that, I popped my trunk and reached in for my Captain America magic decoder ring. All right, it wasn't a ring and it had nothing to do with Captain America, but that's the way I thought of it.
It was actually about the same size as a pack of cigarettes. Most homes in the area had pretty good door locks, not that I couldn't pick them, but it could be time-consuming. They also had attached garages with automatic overhead door openers that work on radio frequencies. Most people seldom locked the connecting door so once inside the garage you could simply walk inside the house.
I bought my little gadget a few years prior at Angie's electronics shop. All I had to do was press a button as somebody was using their garage door opener and my little toy would recognize the frequency and duplicate it. After that, I could use it to get in and out of their garage anytime I wanted. All I had to do was wait outside Janet's building until one of the tenants came home.
That could have been hours, but my luck was holding. Ten minutes after leaving her apartment, a Beemer pulled up. I pressed the button and saw the red indicator light up, showing me it worked. I waited a few minutes before going inside then closed the door behind me. I was right about the parking spaces; it took me only a minute to find Janet's.
"Jesus," I said out loud, "a Mercedes Cabriolet convertible, she must be something else in the sack." Now all I had to do was find a place under the car with enough metal to hold a magnetic tracking device while going over bumps. On a whim, I tried the door, and to my shock, it opened... stupid woman. I reached under the seat and attached the device to the inside of the frame. Once again, it was a waiting game.
My tracking receiver would notify me as soon as Janet's car would move, so, as not to appear suspicious, I'd drive around the block a few times before finding another parking spot to wait again.
Night had fallen hours earlier and I was beginning to think I was going to wind up sleeping in my car when I heard my receiver start to beep. I pulled out to follow and saw her taillights as she was pulling away. I shadowed her to a grocery store only a few blocks from her building. I pulled out my binoculars and watched as she entered the well-lit building. I saw her grab one of the large shopping carts, which I assumed, meant she'd be in there a while. It was my opportunity to get my recorder back.
I hurried back to the apartment building, used my magic decoder ring to enter through the garage, and took the elevator to the second floor. Home locks can be tough to pick, but the locks developers buy for apartment buildings are child's play. I took a lock rake and torsion spring out of my pocket and was inside her apartment in less than twenty seconds. I wasted no time retrieving my recorder and was back in my car in no time.
There were several recordings registered, but most of them were only a few seconds long. I figured she must talk to herself when she's alone. The first recording, however, was a little over eight minutes. I knew it would only be one side of the conversation but I was hoping for a miracle and pretty much got it.
"Hi, it's me... Yeah, well it is important. You'll never guess who was just here asking questions... Blake McDaniels... Yep. He said your wife hired him to find you because she was worried about you... Yeah, I know... I don't know. He didn't seem like that kind of guy, but it's possible, I guess.
"When?... Okay. What should I get?... Well, I don't know. Can you even cook on a boat, I have no idea... Okay, I'll go tonight. I don't want to leave right now in case he's still out there... Of course, I'll make sure he doesn't follow me. I'll leave like at three in the morning. There'll only be a few cars on the road so I'll be able to tell if someone's following me.
"What about the apartment, my car, all my things?... Okay, I'll see you bright and early, Friday... I love you, honey."
I didn't need Sherlock Holmes-like powers of deduction to figure out they were running. I glanced at my watch. It was eleven o'clock Wednesday evening; I had twenty-eight hours to get everything set up, but there was nothing more I could do at that time so I went home for some shuteye. The next morning, I called Mrs. Richardson.
"Hello?"
"Mrs. Richardson, it's Blake McDaniels. Would you be able to drop those divorce papers off in my office sometime today? If not, I can swing by and pick them up."
"You found him... already?" she almost shrieked.
I never gave assurances to clients until I had everything sewn uptight. "Not exactly," I told her, "but I have a very good lead. If it pans out, I'll be eye to eye with your soon-to-be-ex tomorrow morning."
"Nobody gives him those papers but me," she stated.
"Uh, no, that's not a good idea. In the first place, I'm going to be leaving about two-thirty in the morning. In the second place, I have no idea what your husband's reaction is going to be. He could very possibly have a gun, I don't know, but I don't want to have to worry about you AND me."
"I don't care. That's why I hired you. Just make sure you bring your gun with you. I doubt he'd get violent though. He'll be pissed, but I don't think he'd really try anything. In any event, I'm going to be there. I'm going to hand him those papers while looking him straight in the eye!"
She sounded like a woman on a mission, and she wasn't going to be persuaded otherwise. "Okay," I said with a sigh, "but you'll have to be in my office at two-thirty tonight. You can't be late."
"I won't be late, Mr. McDaniels. I'll be there."
I still had a couple more phone calls to make, but after that, I didn't really have anything else to do. I called Stacy to see if she was available for lunch. I met her at De Mars, a nice little restaurant a couple blocks from where she worked. She was a little quieter than normal when I sat down.
"Hi, gorgeous, how's my girl?"
"Eh," she said with a sideways nod.
"What's the matter, babe, having a bad day?"
"I'll tell you after we order," she replied.
We'd met there for lunch on a bunch of occasions so it didn't take long for us to order. Our waitress wrote everything down on her pad and walked away with the menus. She came back in just a moment with our coffees and told us our orders would be up shortly.
"Okay, doll face, what's got you so glum?"
She picked up her coffee cup with both hands and stared at it for a few seconds. I was getting the impression that whatever the problem was, it was important.
"The other night you made a comment. You said if I wasn't already your ex-wife you'd propose."
"Yeah?"
"Have you ever really thought about it, proposing I mean?"
Her question took me aback. As the song says, 'We got married in a fever.' In those days, I was either on a case or had my dick inside Stacy's pussy. We had been introduced by a friend. That same night we destroy a set of motel sheets and damn near broke the bed. Four months later we were saying, "I do," in a Vegas wedding chapel with a guy dressed as Elvis announcing us man and wife. We made it for almost a year before we both realized my profession and marriage wasn't a good mix.
"Stacy, we tried that, remember? I'm still a PI. I still keep crazy hours. Hell, tonight I'm leaving at two-thirty in the morning to track down a missing person. I don't even know where I'm going or how long before I'm back."
"I... well, it's just that we're older now, Blake, more experienced. When we got married the first time, I wasn't prepared. I mean... I knew what you did for a living, but I didn't know what it entailed; now I do. Blake, I've gone out with quite a few guys since our divorce, but I never found anyone to even begin to take your place. I... I just can't seem to get you out of my system."
I was dumbfounded. I had no idea what to say. Still in both hands, she raised her cup and took a sip.
"Well, what do you think? This is where you're supposed to tell me you still love me," she said, tentatively.
"The truth is, Stacy, I do still love you. It's because I love you that I think it's a bad idea. Do you really think you wouldn't worry when I'm out on a case? You don't think you'd torture yourself constantly wondering where I am and if I'm okay?"
She looked up at me. "I have a friend at work. Her husband is a firefighter. They've been married for twenty years. She told me how she copes. If she can do it, I can do it, Blake."
Just then our food arrived. The thought of being married to Stacy again wasn't distasteful but I honestly had my doubts. "I've got to give it some thought, Stace. Give me some time."
She looked down again with a sad smile as if she knew my answer would be no. "No pressure, Blake, I just thought it was worth mentioning."
It kind of put a damper on the rest of our lunch. I gave her a peck on the lips as we said goodbye and told her I really would think about what she said. It seemed to perk her up a little.
I went back to my office and ran down my list of things to do one more time. I had one more confirming phone call to make, but I wouldn't do that until late that night.
I decided to go home and see if I could grab a little shut-eye. It would be my only chance for a while. Unfortunately, Stacy's luncheon proposal kept playing in my head like a song you can't stop thinking about. Around eight o'clock, I finally gave up. I was getting hungry, anyway. I started a pot of coffee and popped a frozen dinner in the microwave. I turned the TV to the menu and saw the oldies station was showing several back-to-back episodes of Mike Hammer.
It was one in the morning by the time Mike ran out of cases to solve, so I jumped in the car and headed for the office. I had one more call to make.
"Everything set?... Great. I'll see you at the party... Thanks."
I made one more check to make sure I had everything I needed, then sat back and waited for my client. She showed up ten minutes early with a legal-sized manila envelope in her hand. After I gave her a short rundown on what we would be doing, she asked if I had my gun on me. I assured her I never leave home without it.
At two-thirty we were sitting outside Janet's apartment building. I reached in the back, got my homemade bracket, and secured it in place on the center console, then opened my laptop and snapped it into the bracket.
"What are you doing?"
"This is how we're going to track her. I have a program that works in conjunction with the transmitter I planted in her car. We'll let her get a couple miles ahead before we start following her. She'll never know we're behind her."
"Jesus, I'm impressed. It's like I'm riding with James Bond," Mrs. Richardson said with a small chuckle.
"Not quite," I replied. "Bond's tracking device had a limited range. This works off satellites. Our unsuspecting prey could drive to Montana and we'd never lose her.
"Right on time," I said as the large garage door opened. We watched as the silver Cabriolet pulled out. I checked the screen on my laptop and saw the tracking device already had her pinpointed on Michigan Avenue, heading north. "As Sherlock would say, Mrs. Richardson, the game's afoot."



I watched as she made a left on Division before we pulled out. When she hopped on I-90 north, I figured we were in for a drive. It was a little after five when we pulled into Rockford. I saw she stopped, most likely for a bathroom break. We did the same. I got my passenger and me a cup of coffee and saw Janet was on the move again when I slid into the driver's seat.
This time we were on a four-lane country road, so we had to make sure not to get too close. We had been driving for twenty minutes before we saw another car. By that time we were almost to the Wisconsin line. Just before crossing over, Janet turned left onto a two-lane blacktop. She drove a short distance, made one more turn, and stopped.
"We're there," I said.
"Where, I don't see anything but trees."
"There's a small lake just ahead. She stopped at thirteen-fifty-eight Pier Drive. It's right on the lake."
"Well, come on; let's go, the sooner we get this over with, the better."
We drove a little further until we spotted Janet's car. I pulled over and shut off the engine so they wouldn't hear us coming. We walked up to the cottage. I put my ear to the door and heard a man's voice. I slowly tried the doorknob, it was open. I gave my companion a nod and we burst in.
Janet screamed and I thought Richardson was going to crap his pants. He angrily looked at his girlfriend, "You led them right to me," he screamed."
She was at a loss for words. Her mouth was moving, but nothing was coming out. It really seemed like their level of terror didn't fit the situation.
"Here," yelled Richardson's soon-to-be-ex, as she threw the envelope on the table in front of her husband.
I was watching to make sure Richardson didn't try anything and wasn't paying attention to the misses. As he removed the contents of the envelope, I noticed the supposed divorce papers were nothing more than blank pages. That was about the same time Mrs. Richardson reached into her purse and pulled out a chrome-plated, thirty-eight revolver. The next thing I knew, it was pointed at me.
"Now, real carefully, Blake, take your gun out using only two fingers. My first thought was to wonder if a classy dame like her even knew how to use a canon like that. As I slowly reached for my own heater, I had just about made up my mind to rush her when I was surprised by someone else walking in, Eric Wilson, Illinois Lieutenant Governor, and the source of many long hours of investigation. He had a shit-eating grin on his face as he walked up to Mrs. Richardson. "I'll take that, honey," he said as he took the gun from her.
I had no choice; I eased my Beretta from its shoulder holster and held it with two fingers.
"Now, set it down on the floor nice and easy, then step back," Wilson ordered. I did as I was told.
"Surprised?" he tormented. "Those tracking devices are really handy, aren't they. I've had one on your car the whole time. You found the bug I had in your office but never even checked your car." He saw the surprised look on my face. "I know, you thought it was Richardson who bugged your office. When Carla told me that, we both had a good laugh."
I looked at my former employer. "So, you didn't even go to Knutson's office?"
She laughed, "Why would I?"
"I thought sure you'd check your car next, but you didn't," Wilson scoffed. "That was very unprofessional of you, Blake."
"Hey," I said, a little too flippantly considering the situation, "even I can't think of everything."
Wilson laughed. He and Carla were having a good time. "That'll make a great epitaph for your tombstone, 'He didn't think of everything.'"
Mrs. Richardson was getting fidgety. "Come on, Eric, shoot him and let's get out of here."
"Hold on," I beseeched. "None of this makes any sense. At least tell me why I'm going to die."
"Just shoot him, honey." Beautiful or not, I really wasn't liking her very much.
A wide smile slowly stretched across the Lieutenant Governor's lips. "No, honey, he's right. He should know how he's been played. Get his gun, first though."
Mrs. Richardson picked up my heater and rejoined Wilson. "Did you really think I wouldn't find out you were investigating me? Come on, any two-bit PI would realize a man in my position has eyes and ears everywhere. I was about to have you fatally shot during a botched robbery attempt when Carla found the numbers to her husband's overseas bank accounts."
Shocked, Richardson turned toward his wife. "You found the numbers?"
The evil smirk on her face unveiled the facade and clearly showed the cruelty of the woman. "That's right, lammy cakes."
"Then why all this; why not just divorce me. You have more than enough grounds."
She chuckled. "Oh, Art, don't be stupid. Why take half when I can have it all."
I looked back at Wilson. "So, you and Carla are screwing each other?"
"Damn," he laughed, "McDaniels, you should have been a detective."
Art threw in his two cents worth again. "I knew you were screwing somebody important," he told his wife, "I just didn't know who. Tell me, why did you ever marry me in the first place? Our marriage was a sham from day one."
"Why, for the money, of course, Darling. You had more than all the other guys I was screwing at the time."
"Anyway," Wilson continued, "when she found the numbers we decided to do away with hubby here. Unfortunately, he heard Carla mention his demise over the phone and split. That's when I came up with my brilliant idea; a way to kill two birds at the same time.
"Hell, everyone knows there's no love lost between you and Art here. He made a monkey out of you in open court. So, when the cops get here, they're going to find you two shot each other. This gun," he said, slightly lifting it to indicate the one he was holding, "belongs to Art, here. He left it when he took off. So, first I shoot you with his gun, then I shoot him with your gun, simple. I can see the headlines now," he bragged while looking up as if reading some large, airborne lettering, "two-year vendetta culminates in shoot out, two dead. Ah yes, it's a thing of beauty."
"What about Janet," I asked.
"Yeah, sorry about that," he said, looking at her. "You're what we call, 'collateral damage,' in other words, you're in the wrong spot at the wrong time."
"You'll never get away with this," I shouted.
"Sure we will, it's a no-brainer. Twenty minutes after you left your office tonight, I had a guy inside. He took the receipt you gave Carla for the cash and the contract you had her sign, so there's absolutely nothing to tie either of us to you.
"He also backdated a couple of threatening emails he sent from your computer to Art's personal email address. As soon as we get back, he'll hack Art's laptop and backdate the emails to correlate with when they were supposedly sent. Carla here will swear that you went to their house and threatened him in person. That's when he took his gun and disappeared. You obviously tracked him down to settle the score. It's foolproof, Blake."
Looking down the barrel of a gun is never fun, but I had to get the whole story. I turned my face slightly to the right and spoke into the mic hidden under my collar. "Did you get all of that, Lieutenant?"
"Every word," came a voice from the doorway.
Both would-be killers turned to see Lieutenant Dan Reardon of the Chicago PD, and several members of the Illinois state police holding guns on them. Eric's jaw dropped to the floor as Carla screamed.
"Hand them over," he demanded. Both Carla and Eric gave up their guns. Eric looked back at me with an expression of total shock.
"How? You couldn't possibly have known... it was foolproof. How could you possibly have known?"
I had to chuckle. "Actually, if you had told me you found those numbered accounts, I may not have caught on," I said, looking at Carla.
"Remember, I tried like hell to find the money your husband embezzled and came up with zip. I knew anyone that good at making money disappear without a trace would have no problem hiding it from a divorce court. He would have convinced the judge he was dead broke and you would have gotten nothing.
"I also thought it was a little strange that you didn't want to give me a check for my retainer. Not many broads feel safe walking around with all that cash in their purse.
"Then I found out you had lied to me. You told me you went to the cops and filed a missing person's report, but when I called to see if they were actively investigating, they told me no report was ever filed.
"When I put it all together, something just didn't smell right. I didn't have it all figured out, but I knew something was up. When you said only you could give hubby those papers, I knew whatever was going down would come to a head when we got here. I called the Lieutenant and told him about my plan. You," I said directing my attention to Eric, "weren't the only one following us."
By the time I finished my little oratory, Reardon had the two perps in cuffs. "You going to be okay?"
"Yeah, I'll be fine," I answered as he handed my gun back to me and slipped the other one into an evidence bag. "I'll need a full, recorded statement from you as soon as possible."
"I'll be there tomorrow," I answered.
We all watched from the doorway as the cops put Wilson and Carla in different cars and drove away.
"I need a drink," Richardson announced, "how about you, Blake?"
"Yeah, I could use one, too... scotch, neat."
He looked at Janet who was sitting at a small kitchen table. "What about you, honey?" Without saying a word, she just looked up at him. That's when we both saw her hands shaking and the tears in her eyes. Richardson rushed over, knelt down beside her, and put his arms around her. "Oh, honey, honey, it's okay. You're all right."
She threw her arms around him and pressed her head into his chest. "I... I thought we were going to die," she sobbed. "I really thought we were all going to die."
While Richardson tried to comfort her, I walked over to where he kept the booze and poured three scotches. "Here," I said, setting two of them down on the table.
It took a couple of stiff belts and almost an hour of calming and soothing by her boyfriend before Janet could speak in complete sentences again. When she finally started talking again, she made a lot of sense, at least to me. I was getting ready to leave when she looked up at me. "Mr. McDaniels, we owe you our lives. I don't know how we'll ever thank you."
That didn't quite sit right with Richardson. "Janet, he led them right to us."
"Damn it, Art, they would've found us sooner or later anyway. You know that. When Carla found those accounts you were as good as dead. She couldn't draw from them if you were alive, but as your widow, she had legal access." Just then her face brightened with a smile. "Honey, I know how we can pay Blake back for saving our lives. Give back the money you embezzled from your old company."
"What?" Richardson yelled. "No way, honey."
"Art, you told me you're worth about nine million dollars. Was that the truth?"
"Yeah, but..."
"How much of that did you embezzle?"
"Four Mil," I interjected.
She seemed legitimately shocked. "Four million dollars?" she gasped, looking at Richardson. "Art, I am NOT going to live off of stolen money. Four from nine leaves us with five million dollars. That's more than we could spend in two lifetimes."
"Honey, there's a reason I embezzled that money."
"I don't care," she replied. "It wasn't right, it was illegal. I want you to give it back."
"And how would me giving the money back help him?"
"It would restore his credibility, that's how," she responded.
Again I had to put my two cents in. "Not to mention the ten percent finder's fee, I get."
She looked up at Richardson, "See," she sneered. "Honey, if you love me as much as you say you do, you'll give it back."
Richardson was obviously as good at smooth-talking dames as he was hiding money. I knew it'd be snowing in hell before he gave that money back, so I left them there arguing and headed for home. I was tired, hungry, and looking at spending the next three hours on the road. I stopped off at a quaint little country diner for breakfast before starting the long trek back.
On the drive, all I could think about was Stacy's proposal that we try it again. Being a bachelor was a two-edged sword. On the one hand, I had complete freedom to go where I had to go and do what I had to do. I didn't have to tell anyone or worry about checking in with somebody if I was gone for an extended length of time.
On the other hand, coming home to an empty apartment and eating TV dinners wasn't what I called living the high-life. I remember when she and I were married. It wasn't all fighting. We had our good times, too, really good times.
I kept going back and forth in my mind. I'd never tell a soul this. It's not something any hard-hitting gumshoe like me would ever admit, but I cried when we broke up. Maybe we could compromise.
It was a little after two in the afternoon when I walked back into my office. I was tired and aggravated. Not only did I miss out on the fifty-thousand dollar bonus, but I wasn't getting paid at all. Of course, the flip side was that the story was bound to hit the papers. That would be good for business.
I pulled a manila envelope from my desk drawer and wrote, 'Richardson/Wilson Case' on the front, then dropped a record of my mileage and some receipts inside for my accountant. Next, I went into my email and ran a search for Richardson's name. Wilson wasn't lying. There were the two backdated emails he talked about. I checked my filing cabinet and just as promised, both copies of the receipts I gave Carla and the contract she signed were gone.
I called the lieutenant and told him what I found. I asked if it was okay to just take a screenshot of the emails but he told me not to do anything until he sent a computer forensics expert over to take a look. He said it would be a couple of hours which meant I had to stick around and wait... just what I wanted to hear.
By the time the forensics guy had come and gone, it was closing in on six o'clock. I stopped off at a greasy spoon on the way home and went straight to bed as soon as I walked into my apartment.
The next morning, I awoke to my phone ringing. As I picked it up to answer, I saw I had slept through a couple of others. "Hello," I said in a voice that gave witness to me still being groggy.
"Mr. McDaniels, this is Eloise Dowling from the Chicago Tribute. I'm waiting outside your office. Will you be long?"
"What's this about, Ms. Dowling?"
"I want to interview you regarding your role in the arrest of Eric Wilson," she told me.
Okay, everything was coming back into focus. I assumed the calls I missed were also from reporters. I glanced at the clock. Shit, it was nine-twenty and I hadn't even had my shower yet. I also had to get down to the cop house and give my statement. It was going to be a busy day. I told Eloise to drop her card through the mail slot in my door and I'd call her when I had some free time. I grabbed a shower and some toast and coffee for breakfast. I was at the first district police station a little before eleven.
"What's that?" asked Lieutenant Reardon.
I handed him a two-inch thick, legal-sized envelope. "Wilson didn't pick me out of the blue, Dan. I've been investigating him on my own for the last six months. I don't have hard proof yet, but he's been laundering millions for somebody. He also has his hand in the cookie jar, enough so to warrant felony theft, larceny, and possibly racketeering charges. It's almost all there, but I've lost enough time and money on this case, it's all yours," I told him.
"Gee, thanks," he replied sarcastically, "as if we didn't have enough on our plate." We walked into an interview room where a videographer was all set up. They also had a tape recorder on the desk. After two hours of testimony, Reardon and I went out to lunch. I'd known him since he was a rookie cop and I was still working for a security company.
It was after three by the time I got back to the office and was thinking about calling Eloise back. I can always use some free publicity. It was either that or head over to Plato's.
I was still trying to make up my mind when I heard my door open. I looked up, thinking it was another reporter. Not many things surprise me anymore, but he sure did. I wasn't sure if I should reach for my gun or not. "Richardson, what are you doing here?"
Without saying a word, he slumped down in the chair and threw a letter-sized envelope on my desk. "What's this?"
"Two cashier's checks, the first is for three million, six hundred grand, made out to my former company. The other one is your ten percent finder's fee," he said. "Janet was worried Walker would screw you out of it, so she insisted on the two checks."
I wasn't buying it. "What's the gag?"
"No gag, what can I say, I love the broad."
"Forgive me for saying so," I said sarcastically, "but you don't seem like the type that could love anyone four million dollars-worth."
"Yeah, well, see... you don't know me as well as you think you do. I built that company, McDaniels. I created it using nothing more than my own blood, sweat, and tears. I was making a damn good living too. I was proud of what I'd accomplished. When I met Carla, I was on top of the world. She was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen and she was crazy about me... or so I thought.
"Anyway, after a year of marriage, I couldn't believe how much money she'd gone through. I should have put a stop to it, but I didn't want to take a chance of losing her, so instead, I thought about expanding the business. I met Walker at a party. We talked and he offered me the money I needed to grow my company. He was supposed to be a silent partner, but the next thing I knew he had an office next to mine. Then he started weighing in at business and strategy meetings. We suddenly started doing business with shady companies and changing vendors. He and I were constantly fighting. One day, I looked around and saw he had built his own little empire on the back of my company. The only reason he was keeping me around was because of my name, and I knew that wouldn't last forever.
"Walker's a snake, and I knew damn well I was going to get shafted. That's when I started putting my own golden parachute together. It took me only a year to drain off that four mil. My biggest mistake was underestimating you. You caught me dead to rights, but I knew you'd never find the money. How the hell Carla found those numbers, I have no idea. I know it had to be by some stupid freak accident."
"What about Janet? How'd she get mixed up in all this?"
"She was my savior. I met her about four years ago. By that time I knew my marriage was a complete sham. Carla had been seen running around town with a dozen different men. I would have divorced her, but with all the troubles I was having with the company, I just couldn't take the time. My life was complicated enough without going through a long, expensive divorce.
"When I met Janet things just seemed to fall into place. She was beautiful, kind and a good listener. She became my sanctuary. Eventually, we fell in love.
Now I was curious. "What about Cathy Hyer?"
"What about her? Cathy's a friend, that's all."
"Walker's secretary said you were banging her, too."
"Dorie always sees the worst in people. I guess she assumed I was banging Cathy because I sent her flowers a couple of times. Come to think of it, I also had her make dinner reservations for Cathy and me once or twice. The truth is, she was going through a rough breakup with her long-term, live-in, lover. She was getting down on herself so I was trying to show her it wasn't her fault, that's all.
"Anyway," he said, standing up abruptly, "now you know my whole life story. The cops don't want me to leave until the trial, so I guess I'll be around for a while, but as soon as it's over, Janet and I intend to spend the rest of our lives basking in the tropical sun somewhere. You take care, McDaniels," were his last words as he closed the door behind him. One thing I've learned in my business, there's no such thing as black and white, and there's always more than two sides to every story.



I looked again at the check with my name on it, four hundred grand. I still couldn't believe it. I dropped it off at my accountant's on the way home. I told him to put twenty grand in my account and figure out how to keep as much of the balance as possible from Uncle Sam... legally, of course.
The next morning, I walked into Walker's outer office. Dorie wasn't any more excited to see me than she was the last time.
"You're like a bad penny, McDaniels."
"I think he's going to want to see me, doll face, I have something for him."
The bleached-blond bombshell hit the intercom button and told Walker I was there with something for him. "He'll see you," she told me, motioning toward the door to his office.
I didn't bother sitting. I really hated to do it. If Walker was the swindler Richardson made him out to be, he didn't deserve what I was about to give him. Sometimes, in my business, you have to do some pretty distasteful things, this was one of them. I pulled the envelope from my inside coat pocket and tossed it on his desk.
He read the company's name on the front. "What's this?"
"Open it and find out," I replied.
His expression was pretty much what I expect my own was. "Three million, six," he almost yelled, looking up at me. "You got it back? What... what about the rest of it?"
"I get ten percent as a finder's fee, remember?"
"Ah, no, no I don't remember that at all."
Richardson was right; Walker was a snake in the grass. "I thought you might say that," I told him, "so here's a copy of the contract you signed when you first hired me," I said, throwing the three-page agreement on his desk.
"Okay, fine," he responded, knowing I held all the aces. "I suppose I should thank you."
"Don't bother," I told him. "The other day, I was looking down the barrel of a thirty-eight, but I think having to give you that money is the least pleasant thing I've done all week."
When I got to my office, I picked up the newspaper and read the cop's account of what happened at the lake house. It was time to tell my side. I borrowed a couple chairs from the employment agency next door and called a small press conference in my office later in the afternoon.
That little Eloise broad was cute as a kitten and had been looking at me with bedroom eyes the whole time. Stacy and I had never put any restrictions on each other. We were both free to do whatever or whoever we wanted. A week ago, I have no doubt I'd be dancing in the sheets with that little minx from the paper, but somehow, it didn't seem right all of a sudden.
Next, I pulled up my bank balance online and smiled when I saw the twenty grand was already in my account. I took a chance and called one of the high-class restaurants in town and made reservations for later that night, then I had to make sure Stacy was free for the evening. When I told her where we were going she said she had nothing to wear. I told her not to worry about it. I knew she still wore the same size as when we were married.
I had to go home and get ready but needed to make a couple of stops first. I rang Stacy's doorbell at six-thirty; that still gave her time to finish getting ready. She screamed when she saw the dress.
"Blake, it's beautiful, but how can you afford it? This had to cost a fortune. What'd you do, rob a bank?"
"No, I was just able to finally collect on a debt. Now hurry up and put it on. We have less than an hour."
All through dinner, Stacy questioned me regarding the debt I told her about. I just told her she'd have to wait for the morning paper. I knew those reporters would hype up the story to sell more newspapers; by letting her read about it, I could still stay humble, I told myself with a small smile.
We had taken the last bites of our desserts and were about to leave after finishing our coffee when I decided it was time. "Oh, I almost forgot," I said while reaching into my suitcoat pocket.
When she saw the ring box from Tiffani's that I'd set down in front of her, she screamed so loud the entire restaurant looked. Tears immediately flowed from those gorgeous eyes as she fumbled to slip the large, pear-shaped diamond onto her finger. She held her hand up for all to see. "We're engaged," she yelled.
We heard shouts of, "Congratulations," accompanied by clapping patrons and staff alike.
Epilogue:
I have a good accountant. I knew he'd invest my money wisely, which allowed me to be more selective with clients and the kind of cases I took. Living with Stacy has been nothing but great, and I'm looking forward to a wonderful future together.
The end.
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The Greatest Love
Even before opening his eyes, Reid broke into a big grin with his first thought of the day. He'd never again have to lie to his buddies about getting laid. It was bad enough when he was eighteen, but he'd never live it down if he admitted to still being a virgin at twenty years old, especially being in the Navy. If he was to believe all the stories, every man on the USS California had at least two beautiful women in every port.
His grin turned into a small chuckle as he listened to the cute, soft way she snored. He'd never heard a woman snore before. As he inhaled, he caught a hint of her fragrance. Reid opened his eyes and glanced at the white ceiling; his grin got even wider. It was true, he was in her apartment and the naked body snuggled against his own belonged to the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen.
It was so hard to believe. All his life, he'd been very shy around girls. He knew being a virgin was his own fault. He wasn't bad looking and he was relatively smart, he simply lacked the confidence to even try getting a girl, well, up until the night before, anyway.
He had to take another look... just to be sure. Reid lowered his chin until it gently touched her long, silky black hair. Leilani had her head resting in the nook of his shoulder with her arm stretched across his chest. Ever so carefully, so as not to disturb her, Reid leaned in and lightly kissed her forehead, then closed his eyes again and pondered how good life had been since joining the Navy.
Against his parent's wishes, he enlisted right after high school. He didn't do it to hurt them, but they had babied him his whole life, and it was time to become a man. He loved the sea, so the Navy was a no-brainer. Through sheer determination, he scored well all through boot camp and was assigned to the USS California, where he had reached the rank of seaman, 1rst class.
As a young man from a small town in Indiana, never did Reid think he'd ever see so much of the world. His ship had been involved with various training missions in the South Pacific and the West Coast. He loved San Francisco, but this... this was heaven. Just a few months prior, President Roosevelt made Pearl Harbor their permanent home base. He loved his parents, but he wondered how he could ever go back to Indiana after experiencing life in paradise.
He felt Leilani stir. He opened his eyes and looked down into her smiling face. He still found it hard to believe he was in bed with such a beautiful woman.
"Ummmmm," she cooed, "good morning." She strained her head toward his with pursed lips. He met her halfway with a good morning kiss. "Did you sleep okay?"
"Like a log," he replied.
"Me too, I think we wore each other out last night."
She rolled against him and reached over. "Oh my, I could be wrong," she said, feeling the stiff shaft of tightly stretched skin. "Something tells me you kind of like me."
With his dick still in her hand, he did the man's version of a kegel exercise and caused the head of his cock to nod yes. Leilani caught on immediately and playfully slapped his shoulder with a laugh. "Well, I kind of like you too. Now brace yourself because going to hop on and go for a ride," she said swinging one leg over and centering the piece of meat she had in her hand.
Reid closed his eyes and arched his back as the warm sweet pussy slipped gently down his aching flesh. She put both hands on his chest and smiled into his sky-blue eyes while rocking back and forth. He felt so good. He was the perfect size and hard as nails. She smiled at the tiny groans of pleasure he emitted every time she pushed back, taking him all the way inside, right down to his balls. It only took a few minutes for Reid to feel he was getting close.
"Leilani, I..." he was interrupted by another pleasurable groan, "I'm going to come. I'm not wearing a condom."
"It's okay. I'm a couple weeks away from ovulating. Don't hold back, baby, I want to feel it."
He wasn't even sure what ovulating meant but it sounded good anyway. She felt a hard push as he bucked his hip in the air. His whole body went stiff and he heard his beautiful lover scream in unison as they together for the fourth time in six hours.
They spent the next twenty minutes catching their breath and cuddling together. Leilani found herself wanting to spend as much time as she could with him. "What time do you have to be back?" she asked.
"I have a weekend pass," he replied. "I don't have to be back on the ship until eighteen hundred hours, tomorrow."
"Oh, good, any special plans for today?"
"No, not really, most of the time, I spend liberty on the ship reading a book."
"Wow, that sounds exciting," she joked.
Leilani had dated quite a few sailors; living close to Pearl didn't give her many options. Most were just good-time-Charlies out to get laid. She was certainly no prude, so if she liked a guy he got lucky, but she had to like him.
She liked Reid the moment she laid eyes on him. He stood out in the crowd, not in a flashy way, just the opposite; while everyone around him was loud, half in the bag and making a general nuisance of themselves, Reid was in control, maybe even a little shy; she liked that.
Rarely did she ever ask anyone to dance, but there was something about the sandy blond-haired man that just drew her attention. Maybe it was his penetrating blue eyes, she thought, but it was more than that. He had a shy charisma about him. He was delightfully different than anyone else she'd dated.
After several dances and a couple of drinks, she'd made up her mind they would wake up in her bed together. That's when she discovered the true nature of his shyness; she had to practically knock him over the head and drag him to her apartment, which made him even more charming.
"How about if we have some breakfast and then do something together. Do you like photography? I have a camera and Oahu has some of the most beautiful scenery in the world."
Leilani knew the island like the back of her hand and took Reid on a sightseeing excursion he'd never forget. As the hours ticked away, they were getting to know each other better and better. Reid marveled at Leilani's zest for life. He'd never seen anyone approach the day with so much joy and appreciation.
Leilani had never met anyone who could make her laugh so easily. The more comfortable he became in her company, the more of his personality came through. He had no hidden agenda, no deep-seated secrets; by the afternoon, she felt as if she'd known him all her life.
"Getting tired?" she asked with a smile. They had been hiking up and down through hills and valleys of lush landscapes all day.
"Ah, a little," he admitted. "You should be a training officer," he joked. "Aren't you tired?"
"Maybe a little, but I do this all the time. Someday I'll show you the albums I have. I've covered the entire island. I have hundreds of pictures; some of them are in color."
"You really take photography seriously, don't you?"
"I don't know about that. I just love documenting the beauty of the island. Who knows where life will take us. I might wind up in New Jersey someday. If that happens, I'll have my albums to help me look back and remember," she said, a little wistfully. "Getting hungry? It's almost dinner time. There's a pretty good diner not too far from here."
'Not too far,' turned out to be a little more than a mile. Reid was thankful to be able to sit for a while. As they ate, he wondered how the day would end. He assumed she had another date for the evening, which meant he'd probably just go back to the ship, but inwardly, he had to smile. Never had he met anyone like Leilani before. He wondered what it felt like to be in love. If it meant his heart beat like a drum every time he looked into her eyes, if it meant his pulse raced at her gentle touch, if it meant he couldn't imagine his life without her... then he was in love.
"How's the chicken?" she asked.
"Every bit as good as you said it would be. Ummm, I suppose... I mean, a girl as pretty as you probably... Ah, I...well, you're probably getting tired of me by now, but..."
She had a pretty good idea of what he wanted to say, but there was that shyness again. She thought it was cute and somewhat flattering. He was very confident with his own abilities, but the confidence flew right out the window when he was around her. She wondered if that meant he felt the same way about her as she did about him. She decided to stop torturing him and jumped in.
"Actually, I was wondering if you had plans for this evening. I'd kind of like to see the inside of the new USO if you're not too tired to do a little dancing. Then you're welcome to spend the night again if you'd like."
Reid was starting to wonder if the whole weekend so far had just been one big incredible dream. Up until then, he'd had maybe twelve or fifteen dates and had never even gotten to second base before. Now he's about to spend two nights in a row with the most beautiful woman in Hawaii.
"I'd love that," he enthusiastically replied.
"Good, just one thing. If we spend the night together, you have to come with me to church tomorrow morning, and I have to warn you, my parents will be there. They'll probably ask you a dozen questions about your intentions, but you can just ignore them." She chuckled.
"What if I don't want to ignore them?"
She looked at him and smiled. "Well, then be honest with them," she replied.
Reid nodded his head. "I can do that," he answered. "Now, I have a question."
"Yes?"
"Do you think we could get the waitress to call us a cab? I really don't think I can make it back to your apartment on foot."
Leilani laughed. "I think we can do that."
When they got back to Leilani's apartment, she requested Reid's shirt.
"My shirt?"
"Yeah, it's a little rank. I'm going to rinse it out and hang it outside in the fresh air. Don't worry, it'll be dry by the time we leave. In the meantime, we need a bath. We both can't fit in my tube, but if you scrub my back, I'll scrub yours."
"Deal," he readily agreed.
"Me first," she said while starting the water and dripping in a little bath oil. She wasn't even trying to be sexy as she pealed her clothes off in front of him, but Reid had never seen anything that made his heart beat so hard. Ever so gracefully, she slipped into the warm, fragranced water. Reid knelt beside the tube and lathered up a washcloth. With a smile on her face, Leilani let her head fall back and hummed her approval as her young man lovingly let his hand glide over her body. After washing her back, Reid continued. He lost the washcloth, took the soap in his hand, and reverently slid under and around each breast. "Oh, God," she moaned as his hand slithered further down and caressed her mound. "Don't forget the inside," she whispered.
At first, Reid didn't know what she meant but it didn't take long for him to figure it out. He'd never thought of getting a woman off with his finger but he was willing to try.
His middle finger found the divine entrance and slipped inside with no trouble. Not sure of what to do next he just let nature take its course with slow, steady strokes. He could tell she was enjoying it.
"Faster, babe, faster."
His body started to become more roused as he picked up the pace.
"Yes, yes," she almost screamed. "Don't stop, I'm going to... I'm..." Suddenly she clamped her legs closed and leaned forward, gripping his arm with both hands. She supported her head on his bicep as her body jerked with waves of passion.
"Oh, G-O-D," she groaned while trying to catch her breath. "Damn, that was incredible," she gushed, still trying to calm down. She looked up into his grinning face, "Okay, now it's your turn. Get those clothes off, buster."
Still naked, Leilani knelt beside the tube and returned the favor in much the same way. Reid felt like he was in heaven, feeling her delicate hands sliding over his body. She laughed and teased the tip of his cock that was sticking out of the water.
"Little Reid is just going to have to wait until I'm done washing the rest of your body," she joked. The anticipation was torture for Reid.
Only a minute or so later, he gasped as her fingers wrapped around his rock-hard cock. She messaged his balls and stroked his flesh. She put her other around the back of his head and turned his face to passionately kiss his lips. She had him so excited that once he started to come he didn't think he'd ever stop. Rope after rope of jism shot into the soapy water until his body felt like a wrung out dishrag. Watching Reid pant in the afterglow of a great orgasm gave Leilani a thrill she'd never before experienced. Never had she felt that way about a man. They finished their bathing encounter by drying each other with a towel. Leilani wrapped hers around her body and tucked the corner inside above her right breast, holding it together. "I'd better go check your shirt and see if it's dry."
"Like that?" he questioned.
"Sure, why not?" she joked back. "Would you get jealous?"
"Not me, I'm not the jealous type, but I'll have to fight every guy in the neighborhood as he tries to attack you."
"Would you do that for me?" she replied with a smile.
"They'd have to kill me to get to you."
"Well then, I'd better put something on," she chuckled, "I certainly wouldn't want you getting hurt."
It was almost five-thirty when they left. It was too nice an evening to ride so they decided to walk the six blocks to a nice little restaurant for dinner, then continue their moonlight stroll another four blocks to the USO. As they got to the end of her street, they were faced with a great view to the west.
"Oh, Reid, look at the sunset." Leilani took his hand and leaned her head onto his shoulder. Reid put his arm around her waist as they stopped to watch the kaleidoscope of colors melt into the Pacific. They'd known each other for less than a day, but both Leilani and Reid had already developed strong feelings for one another.
They always had a live band at the USO on Saturday nights. Maybe it wasn't Benny Goodman or Tommy Dorsey, but they were pretty good. Reid hadn't been to many dances back in Indiana, so Leilani showed him a few jitterbug steps. It took him a few minutes but he was getting the hang of it. When the band slowed things down with "This Love of Mine," Reid pulled her close where her body dissolved into his. Her eyes closed as the romantic words of the song penetrated their souls and made them one.
They had been there about an hour when they took a break and claimed a small table for a little R&R. Reid excused himself for the men's room. As he came back out, he notice two sage green army uniforms from Hickam Field hovering over his date. At first, he wondered if she knew them, but as he approached, the expression on her face said she was annoyed with their company. That was enough for Reid.
He walked up behind Leilani's chair and laid a protective hand on her shoulder. "Sorry, gentlemen," he said trying to seem friendly, "she's with me." Leilani reached up and took his hand with a smile. Reid was hoping they'd take the hint but they weren't going to be that easily dissuaded.
The bigger of the two looked at his buddy and laughed, then focused his attention back to Reid. "Go back to your ship, sailor boy, she's too much woman for you."
The two were a little bigger than he was, a little older, and probably more experienced, but this was his woman they were harassing. Reid showed no fear as he stepped in front of both of them. Just then they all heard another voice.
"Hey, Reid, is there a problem here?"
He looked over his shoulder and was very pleased to see two shipmates coming up behind them. "I'm not sure," he replied, looking back at the two bullies. "Is there?"
This time it was the smaller man who spoke. "Come on, Brian, we don't need any trouble, there're broads all over the place." Looking at Leilani, he continued, "You don't know what you missed, sister."
With that, they walked away. Inwardly, Reid let out a big sigh of relief and turned toward his rescuers, "Thanks, guys, I owe you." He could see by the look on their faces that they were envious of his date. Usually, he was the one who had to grin and bear it while seeing the other guys with beautiful women. It felt really good to have the shoe on the other foot. He smiled with pride and introduced them to Leilani.
They talked briefly before saying their goodbyes. "Well, we have to get back to our dates. You two have fun. Reid, we'll see you back at the ship on Monday."
For the rest of the night, Leilani had stars in her eyes every time she looked at Reid. He showed no fear as he faced those two guys in defense of his fair maiden. He was her white knight, and in her mind, Reid would have vanquished the dastardly villains with one blow. Later that night she showed him her appreciation and admiration in the most intimate of ways.
The sun was barely peeking through the shades, but Reid had been awake for an hour already. The navy frowned on late sleepers. He had a million thoughts running through his head. The feelings he was having for Leilani were completely foreign to him. There was no doubt he loved her, but what could he do about it? He still had another year of active duty.
Then, of course, there was another question: how did she feel about him? He knew she liked him, but did she love him? Did she love him the way he loved her, and how would he find out?
He felt her start to stir. He looked and saw the smile on her face as she scooted alongside and rested her head on his chest with a comforting sigh. She hadn't opened her eyes, yet but he knew she was awake.
"Good morning, beautiful."
"Ummm," she purred. "Good morning yourself, handsome." She opened her eyes and looked at the clock on her nightstand. "Ooohh," she moaned. "It's six-thirty already; we have to get ready for church." She looked up at him. "You haven't changed your mind, have you?"
"Are you kidding? Turn down a chance to meet the parents of the most fantastic woman on the island, not a chance."
"Good," she replied with a big smile, "because I want them to meet you, too." She reached up and kissed him. "We don't have time right now, but if you're up to it, we can come back here after the service and spend the rest of the day in bed."
Now his smile matched hers. "That sounds like pure heaven."
"But right now we have to get going," she said, swinging her beautiful legs over the side of the bed.
"How far is it?"
"It's not far—maybe a twenty-minute walk. Are your legs up for it? We worked them pretty hard yesterday," she said with a smile.
"I think I can make it," he joked back.
The makings of a beautiful day were still in its infancy as the two lovers left Leilani's apartment and headed for church. The conversation was light as they both joked back and forth about Reid meeting her parents. As they approached, the pastor was standing outside the church's entrance, welcoming his congregation with a smile.
Leilani looked for her folks, but determined they were already inside. She took Reid's hand as they joined the others and shuffled their way forward.
The murmur of the crowd muffled the sound, but Reid could hear a humming noise coming from a distance away. It sounded like aircraft, a lot of aircraft coming from the north. He looked up and saw a large dark cloud dropping in altitude. "What the hell?" slipped from his lips.



Airplanes were not an uncommon sight. Hickam Field was home to Hawaii's army airfield and bomber base. It was also the headquarters for their air force. Leilani looked up to see what Reid was looking at. "What's the matter?"
"Something's wrong," he said. He wasn't sure why yet, but he could feel an intense fear building inside of him. "I know there's a few B-17's due in this morning, but that has to be hundreds of planes... and where are they coming from?"
By that time the increasingly louder drone from hundreds of aircraft engines had reached the ears of the others. Everyone was looking to find the source and the quiet Sunday mumbling of the crowd was turning into a nervous chatter.
As their shadows covered more of the landscape, Reid was finally able to detect the contour of the planes. He could see their circle insignias and the bombs hanging from the wings. "THEY'RE JAPANESE ZEROS," he yelled, "TAKE COVER, WE'RE UNDER ATTACK!"
"OH, MY GOD," Leilani screamed. She clutched Reid's arm. "Are you sure?"
"Yeah, no doubt. Those are torpedoes on the wings. They're going to bomb the fleet." Reid looked into the terrified eyes of the woman who owned his heart. He reached for her shoulders and pulled her into what he knew could well be their last kiss. As their lips broke apart, Leilani threw her arms around him and squeezed for all her might, determined to not let go.
"I love you," he softly whispered in her ear. He could feel her sobs against his chest.
"Oh, God, I love you, too, Reid. I love you so much. Come on, let's get into the church. They won't bomb a church, will they?"
"No, I don't think so," he replied. He forced their bodies apart so he could look into her eyes one last time. "Go inside, honey, find your parents and pray; pray hard."
"What about you? Come with me. We'll all pray together."
"I can't, honey. I have to get to my ship."
"NO!" she screamed. "You can't, don't be silly. You'll be killed."
Just then they heard the first bombs exploding. Their bodies tensed as they saw plumes of black smoke bellow into the air.
"I have to, hon. I've got to get down there. People are depending on me. Now go, please get inside."
"No," she cried. Leilani sunk to her knees and hugged his legs to keep him from moving.
Reid looked over and saw the preacher coming over. He was a brave man and made sure everyone else was inside before seeking shelter for himself. He bent down and gently lifted his long-time parishioner to her feet. "Come, Leilani, we have to be brave. I'm afraid there're going to be hard times ahead for all of us. We're all going to be called on to do our part. We have to face the future with strength and courage."
Reid watched while the preacher led her into the church. She looked back just before entering the steepled structure. Her eyes were red and swollen, her chest heaved as she sobbed, wracked with fear.
"I love you, Leilani, I love you with all my heart," he called out.
As the church door closed behind them, Reid took off at a dead run. He could hear more planes from overhead as he cut through alleys and parking lots, taking the shortest route possible. As he turned a corner he could see battleship row for the first time. It looked like a scene from "Dante's Infernal." Fires everywhere created large black billowing clouds that darkened the sky.
His ears were ringing from the loud explosions and the smell of gun powder and burning oil overtook the fresh Hawaiian air as he reached the shoreline. Local fishermen, afraid of being caught on the water with no place to hide, scrambled full speed toward shore. Reid jumped in one of the abandoned dinghies and started the outboard motor with a single pull. The front end of the boat lifted out of the water as he gave it full throttle.
As he got closer, Reid could make out shadows of the men through the smoke. "Come on, come on you son-of-a-bitch, move it," he cursed at the small motor's lack of power. Every fiber in his body, every emotion told him he had to get on board and defend his ship.
He was so focused on the ship, he almost didn't see the zero coming straight for him. There was no question the SOB had him in his sights. Without hesitation, he dove into the blood-stained water just as a hail of bullets made kindling of the small craft. More hot lead rained down, penetrating the warm tropical waters around him and narrowly missing. Reid swam under water as far as he could then broke the surface with long, powerful strokes, his ship was only a hundred yards away.
Cries of agony filled the air as he got closer. He looked up and saw a burning oil slick drifting his way. Reid took a deep breath, put his head down, and swam for all he was worth. There was no way he could swim through that fiery sea. He had to get to his ship first or he'd have to turn back.
The heat became more intense the closer he got. Luckily, someone had lowered the stairs. He grabbed ahold and hoisted himself up. As he reached the deck, he could already feel the ship listing to starboard and assumed the California had been hit. His shipmates scrambled for anything they could shoot. Reid looked toward the bow and saw a body slumped over the 20mm forward canon. He rushed over to see if he could help but was confronted by a grizzly sight when he lifted the body to see nothing left of the man's face.
Reid reverently laid the body down on the deck, then took the man's place behind the anti-aircraft weapon and swung it around just in time to catch a Mitsubishi in its sights. He pulled the trigger just as the aircraft was bearing down on him, and sent it to a watery grave.
Everything was chaos aboard the ship. The men were well trained, but no one was ready for a sneak attack of this magnitude. Reid was running out of ammunition. One of his shipmates heard him yelling for more.
"All the power is out. The elevators for the ammo don't work," he screamed over all the noise. "Ensign Jones and Warrant Officer Pharris have chains of guys passing ammunition up to us but it's taking time. We'll get you as much as we can."
"Hurry," Reid screamed back. "I'm almost out." He had to reserve the few shells he had left by taking careful aim and squeezing off short bursts. As his ammo belt was coming to the end, Reid caught another zero pulling out of a dive and sent it spinning into the South Pacific waters.
A couple minutes later, a crew of guys set three crates of cartridge belts at his feet, then turned and ran back for more. So far, he had five Japanese zeros under his belt, one of which was about to shoot down one of the P-40 Tomahawks that joined the dogfight from Hickam Field. He had his sixth kill in his sights when everything went black.
Not far away, inside New Hope Church, the brave pastor led a terrified congregation in prayer as the sounds of war raged just outside their doors. Leilani, flanked by her dad and mom, was inconsolable. Her dad tried to calm her down. "Honey, we're going to be all right. They're not interested in civilians, hon. They won't bomb a church."
"No, no, you don't understand," she said while rapidly shaking her head. "Reid, he went back to his ship. He'll be killed," she cried out with hysterics. "I... I tried to get him to come with me, but he said... he said..." again, she broke out in tears and dropped her face into both hands.
Her mother looked over at Leilani's dad with a questioning expression. He just shook his head with a slight shrug of his shoulders. They had no idea who she was talking about. The pastor went over and told them he'd seen Leilani in the company of a young man just before the bombing started. Her mom and dad waited until she seemed to be cried out. Her mother reached up and stroked her hair. "Honey, who is Reid?"
"He's the man I love," she replied in a whimper. "He's not like anyone I ever met before. He's brave and he's kind and smart and compassionate... and he loves me too."
Even though Leilani was twenty years old, had a job, and her own apartment, her dad still considered her too young to fall in love. "Honey, you've never even mentioned him before. When did you meet him?"
"Friday night," she replied. "Dad, I know what you're going to say, but I love him. I... I can't even think of never seeing him again," she said as she broke down one more time.
Her mother tried to console her. "Honey, I'm sure you'll see him again."
Leilani knew the chances were almost zero. She never learned his last name and she didn't think he knew hers. With all the time they'd spent together, last names just didn't seem important... not at the time anyway. Now, should he go to war, they couldn't even write to each other. He did know where she lived, but with war breaking out, what were the chances he'd be able to get back there? Leilani's heart broke piece by piece with the realization that she'd never see her Reid again.
*****
"Seaman Prescott, can you hear me?"
The ringing in his ears was almost deafening; so much so, Reid could barely hear the nurse's voice. It was also painful to open his eyes to the light. He squinted for just a moment, then closed them again and groaned in agony. His whole body felt like it'd been through a grinder. "What... what happened?"
"All in due time, seaman Prescott, can you hear me okay?"
"Barely," he replied. "My ears are ringing something terrible."
"We expected that would be the case. I'm afraid there's nothing we can do for it, but it will eventually go away on its own. You're lucky you still have both eardrums. How do you feel otherwise, any nausea or pain in the abdomen?"
"No, but I'm sore all over. My whole body hurts." Suddenly, he started to recall the attack. "My ship! What happened? Are... are we at war?"
"I'm sorry," she responded truthfully, "I don't know about your ship but I've heard all the battleships were sunk. President Roosevelt declared war on Japan yesterday."
"Yesterday? What day is it now?"
"This is Tuesday. It's almost four o'clock in the afternoon. You're suffering from a concussion. You're very lucky. You were thrown into the water by a bomb blast, but a bunch of the sailors who were going around in dinghies rescuing people were able to get to you before you drowned."
"Leilani, is she okay? She was going into the New Hope church when I saw her last. Were there any civilians hurt?"
"Yes, I'm afraid so. The last I heard, sixty-five civilians were killed, and there are still some missing. Most of them were people who worked at the base, though. I haven't heard anything about any churches getting hit."
"I've got to go check on her," Reid said while trying to sit up.
"Whoa, hot-shot. You're not going anywhere, for a little while, anyway. That blast that hit you turned your body into a pretzel before you hit the water. It's a miracle you don't have a body of broken bones. Even so, you're in no shape to go anywhere right now. It'll be a few days before you'll even be able to stand.
"Now, settle down. I'll tell the doctor you're awake. I'm sure he'll want to talk to you," she said with a smile before leaving the room.
Reid wasn't satisfied with the nurse's diagnosis. Painfully, he willed himself to sit up and slowly struggled to get his legs off to the side of the bed. He'd never felt such agony and he cried out in pain as he tried to stand.
"Hey," an angry voice called out from the doorway as Reid collapsed back onto the mattress. "What the hell are you doing? Didn't the nurse tell you you're going to be bedridden for a few days?"
Reid looked over as a young man in white approached and helped him back into a prone position. "Doctor, I've got to check on my girl. I have to make sure she's okay," he explained.
"I'm sorry, but that's going to have to wait," replied the young doctor. "As you just discovered, you're in no shape to go anywhere right now. You're lucky you didn't fall flat on your face.
"Your body suffered a tremendous trauma from the concussion of the blast, as well as you being hurled into the water from that height. You have a lot of internal swelling, most of which is around your spinal cord, which is putting pressure on the nervous system. That's why you're in so much pain. We're giving you anti-inflammatories, but it is still going to take time for that swelling to come down. Any kind of physical exertion will aggravate the inflammation and prolong your recovery, so stay the hell in bed until I tell you differently, understand?"
"Yes, Sir," Reid begrudgingly agreed. "But somehow I have to contact Leilani. I have to know if she's okay."
"Look, I know it's hard but you have to put your personal wants to the side for right now. The Arizona went down with over a thousand men aboard, and the estimates are that another thousand are dead. President Roosevelt declared war on Japan yesterday, which means we'll be fighting Germany and Italy as well. This is just the start, seaman Prescott. I'm afraid we're in for a long, tough road for years to come. So, as I said, stay in bed and don't try anymore heroics until I say it's okay."
"All right, Doc." He thought for just a moment. "Doc?"
"Yes?"
"Will I be okay? I mean, will be able to get back into the fight?"
"I'm afraid so. You're in a lot of pain right now, but once that swelling goes down you'll be fine."
Between the pain killers and the anti-inflammatories, the next couple of days were tolerable. On Thursday, Reid felt good enough to pen a letter to his mom and dad to let them know he was okay but wouldn't be seeing them for a while. On Friday, he had a surprise visit from Captain Bunkley, commanding officer of the USS California.
Read was resting with his eyes closed when he heard the footsteps. They were too heavy to be his nurse. He opened his eyes to see the aged, battle-hardened, slim figure. Having not seen his commander since the attack, Reid thought he looked older, sadder, more tired. "Captain, Bunkley, Sir," Reid stated as he painfully raised his hand to salute.
"At ease, Petty Officer. I've been apprised of your condition so we can belay the saluting for now."
Hearing the mistake in rank, Reid assumed the captain was visiting several seamen that day and had mistaken him for someone else. "Sir, it's seaman first class Reid Prescott, Sir."
"That's where you're wrong, son. As of yesterday, you're now Petty Officer First Class Prescott. Congratulations, Reid."
"Wow, I... I never expected..."
"I also put you and several others in for the Medal of Honor. You did your uniform proud the other day, Petty Officer. You took out five of those son-of-a-bitches, Reid. Who knows how many lives you saved."
"Thank you. I...I don't know what to say, I only wish I could have gotten more of them. Did... did we lose a lot of men, Sir? The nurse told me around two thousand were killed, h... how many were from our ship?"
"I'm afraid we were hit pretty hard. We lost almost a hundred men, with another 60 some wounded."
"Oh, God," Reid moaned. "What about the ship?"
"Right now it's at the bottom of the harbor. We've had divers down there assessing the damage. So far it looks like most of the ships can be brought up and saved, but it won't happen overnight. In the meantime, practically every manufacturing plant state-side is retooling for war.
"I heard you tried to get out of bed the other day. You do what the doctors tell you. You'll be reassigned to a carrier as soon as you're able. They're about the only ships we still have afloat at the moment. Down the line, you'll be reassigned again to a new battleship as soon as they're set out to sea."
"Is there anything I can get for you? Magazines, some puzzles, or something to occupy your time?"
"Sir, if it isn't too much trouble, there is one thing you could do for me."
"Just name it, Reid," the captain replied.
"Sir, I met a girl Friday night. We spent the weekend together but I didn't get her last name. She lives in one of the apartments in the hills over Pearl. I'd really like to make sure she's all right, Sir."
"Do you know the apartment's address?"
"I... I never really looked. I could go to it, but I don't know the address."
"I'm afraid you're not going to have time for anything but getting on a ship as soon as you're discharged from here, son."
Reid was afraid of that. His heart was breaking at the thought of going to war without knowing she was okay.
"What's her first name," the captain asked.
"Leilani, Sir."
"I can get access to a list of the dead and wounded civilians. I'll check it for a Leilani, but that's about all I can do."
"I would greatly appreciate that, Sir. I just need to know she's okay." Just then he thought of something else. "Sir, she goes to the New Hope Church on Kilinoe Street. The pastor there seemed to know her. That's where we were going when the bombs hit. He could tell you if she's all right, Sir."
"I can't make any promises, but I'll try to get over there."
"Thank you, Sir."
Reid figured word had gotten out about his promotion and medal because the staff was treating him like royalty. Physically, every day was an improvement over the day before. By the following Tuesday, they had him up and walking, although it was still pretty painful. One of the nurses explained part of the pain and stiffness was due to muscle atrophy from not using his legs for so long. "Whose fault is that?" he joked.
That Thursday, Reid was sitting up in bed, eating lunch and looking forward to being discharged the following day, when Captain Bunkley walked in, carrying a briefcase. "Sir," Reid said as he put his fork down and quickly brought his arm up into a salute. The Captain saluted him back. "Captain, were you able to find out anything about Leilani? Is she okay?"
"I went to the New Hope Church but it was all locked up. So was the rectory. I saw the woman who lived next door so I asked if she knew where the preacher was. She said he locked everything up and enlisted the day after the attack..."
Reid's heart dropped. It was his last hope of knowing if Leilani was okay.
"But," the Captain continued, "she was at home on Sunday and saw everyone leave the church after the attack, about ten-thirty. I'm sure they all waited until they knew it was over. The neighbor said no one was hurt and the church looked fine to me. I didn't see any damage anywhere. I also checked the records and no one named Leilani shows up as being hurt or killed, so I believe your girl is fine, Reid."
It was good news, maybe not definitive, but close to it. He sighed with relief. "Thank you, Sir."
"You're welcome, Petty Officer Prescott. Now," he said, stepping forward and laying the briefcase on a small bedside table, "for my official duties." He snapped the latches on the case and opened it. "I'm told you can stand Reid, so please do so."
Anticipating what was about to take place, Reid stood at attention. Just then, his doctor and nursing staff stepped just inside the doorway, all with smiles on their faces. Reid surmised they must have been listening from outside the door. Captain Bunkley stepped forward. "Petty Officer, First Class, Reid Prescott, for valor above and beyond the call of duty, I hereby present you with the Medal of Honor." He handed Reid a box containing the medal and stepped back while bringing his arm up to a salute. "Congratulations, Petty Officer, Prescott, and thank you."
Reid held his medal in his left hand and snapped a salute with his right. "Thank you, Sir."
His medical staff clapped and congratulated him.
Once his salute was returned, the captain reached back into his briefcase, pulled out a large envelope, and handed it to Reid. "These are also yours, Petty Officer Prescott."
Reid looked inside and saw his new uniform patches. "Thanks again, Captain."
The captain nodded his head and reached into his briefcase one more time. "And these are your new orders," he said. "You've been reassigned to the USS Hornet."



Reid took the orders and briefly looked them over. Just as he thought, he had to report for duty immediately after being discharged from the hospital. There'd be no time to check on Leilani. "Will I still be serving under you, Sir?" he asked the captain.
"I'm afraid not, Reid. I'm being bumped up to a Rear Admiral and have to stay here in Pearl to coordinate raising the California and getting her battle-ready. I'll also be retiring soon. I've already been through one world war, I'm too old to go through another. You'll still be part of the Pacific Fleet, ultimately under Admiral Nimitz." He reached out and shook hands with Reid. "Good luck out there, Reid. It was an honor to have you under my command."
Reid snapped to attention and quickly brought his salute up to cover the corner of his right eye. Every man on the USS California knew their captain was a true war hero. His bravery during World War I was well known.
"Sir, may I say what an honor it was for me, too, Sir."
Captain Bunkley returned the salute. "Thank you, Petty Officer Prescott, now go show those bastards what they started and give'em hell."
"Yes, Sir."
With that, the captain turned and left the room. It would be the last time Reid ever saw him.
The following day he was discharged from the hospital and reported for duty. Before he knew it, he was standing on the deck of the largest ship he'd ever seen, the USS Hornet. It was a city onto itself and was equipped with three full squadrons of the navy's finest combat airpower and pilots.
A couple of months later, USS Hornet had arrived at the Naval Air Station in Alameda, California. Reid and a buddy were watching as a squadron of B-25s were being loaded onto the flight deck. "Jesus, I wonder what's going on?"
"I don't know," his buddy replied, "but that's Colonel Doolittle over there giving the orders."
"Holy shit, really?"
"That's him all right, and you know whatever's going down, if he's involved, it's going to be big.
Once underway, Captain Mitcher informed his ship's crew that they were headed deep into enemy territory. They were on their way to bomb Japan. Two months later, Reid found himself in the thick of it at the Battle of Midway.
Reid knew the carrier was a temporary assignment. A couple of months after Midway, he was reassigned to the USS Tennessee; one of the battleships sunk at Pearl Harbor, but not as badly damaged as the rest. It had been repaired and refloated just a few months after the attack.
Over the following three years, Reid was involved in some of the worst naval battles of the war, including the battles of Iwo Jima and Okinawa. They were in the South China Sea in September when they heard the news, Japan had surrendered... the war was over. Reid went straight to the Captain to make arrangements to get back to Pearl. All he could think about was Leilani. He prayed she was still single because he had every intention of marrying her. He was shattered to learn the Tennessee would be going to Japan as part of the occupation forces. The captain had no idea how long they would be there.
Reid had earned a chest full of medals and the rank of Senior Chief Petty Officer, by war's end. It was November of '45 when he learned they were finally going home. Again, he rushed to the captain's quarters and knocked on his door.
"Enter."
Reid stood at attention and saluted. "Yes, what is it, Senior Chief Prescott," asked Captain Cope.
"Sir, I've just been informed we're going home. Will we be returning to Pearl, Sir?"
"Jesus Christ, Chief, haven't you had enough of Pacific Islands by now? No, we're headed for the Philly Navy Yard."
"Sir, may I speak freely, Sir?"
"Yeah, of course, what do you need?"
"Sir, somehow I have to get back to Pearl. The girl I'm going to marry is there. We've had no communication since the attack. I've got to get back to make sure she's okay and ask her to marry me, Sir."
"Oh, I see." Reid could hear the sympathy in his voice. "I wish I could help, Chief, really, but there's nothing I can do."
"Sir, maybe I could get off the ship and find a transport back to Pearl."
"Chief, just because the war is over doesn't mean you're no longer in the navy. Until you have your discharge papers in hand, you are still a member of this ship's crew. What you're suggesting would be desertion."
Reid's heart sank. He was literally fighting back tears.
The Captain was sympathetic but obviously had to follow orders. "Look, Chief, we all have girlfriends and wives we want to get home to. The last time I saw my wife and kids was three months before the attack on Pearl. My son was just twelve when I left. A few months ago, he graduated high school. I'm just as anxious as you are, so is every man on this ship, but we still have a duty to perform. You'll just have to hang in there a little longer."
Reid took the captain's words to heart and was a little ashamed of himself for being selfish. "Yes, Sir," he replied with a salute before leaving.
Once back in his quarters, Reid thought about what the captain said. Parents, girlfriends, wives, kids... there most likely wasn't a man on board who didn't have someone anxiously waiting for him back home. His own parents would be among them. Still... none of that filled the hole in his heart. So many times he'd dreamed of having Leilani in his arms, kissing her, making love to her. By ship or by plane, somehow he had to get back to Pearl, he had to find her.
It was December 7th, 1945 when they pulled into the navy yard in Philadelphia. It was pure chaos, with friends, relatives and lovers meeting the men as they disembarked from the ship. Reid watched as some of the bravest men he'd ever known met their loved ones with tears of joy. He was happy for them, but at the same time, it contributed to his own loneliness and heartbreak. He wondered if he'd really ever see her again.
First things first. He had to call home and let his mother and father know he was okay, and explain why he wasn't coming home for a little while yet. He had mentioned Leilani in every letter he wrote to them. He was sure they'd understand. Then he'd find a way back to Pearl Harbor to find his love.
It took him a couple of hours to get a pocket full of change and find a payphone that wasn't already occupied. His mother picked up on the third ring.
"Hello."
"Hi, Mom."
Her heart nearly exploded with excitement. "Reid?" she cried out. "Reid, is it really you?"
"It's really me, Mom. Our ship docked a few hours ago, but this is the first chance I've had to call."
"Oh, son, son, it's so good to hear your voice."
Just then he heard someone else speak but it wasn't his dad. The voice was female. "I'm sorry, Mom, do you have company? I can call back if you want. I'm going to be stuck here for a few days waiting for my discharge papers."
"No, no, Reid. That was Carol Johnson. You remember her, don't you?"
"Yes, of course I do, Mom. I took her to the senior prom in high school."
"That's right, she still talks about it. She says you were a real gentleman the whole night."
Reid remembered it very well. He found out after the prom that it was kind of a right of passage for a lot of the girls who wanted to lose their virginity. Carol was one of them, but he was just too shy to pick up on it that night. They both had a great time at the dance so he was confused as to why she was so angry when he took her home right afterward. It was his best friend, Jack Lowry, who clued him in a week later, then laughed and made fun of him. That was the end of their friendship. A week later he heard his former friend bragging in the hall about taking her cherry. He still felt a tinge of embarrassment, just hearing her name.
"What's she doing there, Mom?" He heard his mother struggling to talk and started to feel a sense of dread.
"She... she's been helping me out around the house, honey. Reid, your dad..." He could hear her sniffling. Something was definitely wrong. "Your father has lung cancer, honey. He's been off from work for the last six months. He's in bed right now. He just can't do much at all anymore.
"Carol's been helping me with the cooking and housework. She's been a real God-send, honey."
The news was devastating. Suddenly, there was something even more important than getting to Pearl. He had to get home. He was granted an emergency leave and jumped on the first train heading west. All rides were free to returning military. The next day he was walking through the front door of the home he grew up in. He heard his name called before he could even set his duffle bag down, only it wasn't his mom or dad, it was Carol Johnson.
"Reid!" She rushed up, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him square on the lips with passion. He was so shocked he didn't know what to do. The last time he saw her she was still pissed at him. When she finally broke the kiss, she looked into his surprised face. "Oh, I'm sorry. I probably shouldn't have done that, but it's just so good to see you," she explained.
When she let go of him, Reid saw his mother standing behind her with a big smile. "Hi, Son," she said, reaching out for a hug.
"Hi, Mom," he said while completing the embrace. They kissed each other on the cheek as they broke apart. "How is Dad?"
"Not doing too well, I'm afraid, honey. He's upstairs but he should still be awake. Why don't you go up. He's been so anxious to see you." Reid turned for the stairs. "Oh, honey, he's not the man he used to be. Try not to look shocked when you see him," she added.
"Okay, Mom." He took the stairs two at a time. His parent's room was at the end of the hall. He glanced through the door of his old room and saw women's clothes on the bed. Carol was obviously sleeping there.
He heard his father coughing and steadied himself before going into the master bedroom. His mother wasn't kidding. It was difficult not to show shock. His dad had worked in the steel mills all his life. He had always been a strong imposing man who no one in their right mind ever wanted to cross. He was covered with a blanket, but his arms were on the outside. Instead of the strong, muscular arms Reid remembered, they were spindly little twigs. His eyes had deep dark circles around them and his whole face was shrunken in. Even with his mother's warning, he wasn't prepared for what he saw but he did his best to keep a smile on his face and not show his distress. "Hi, Dad."
The smile was weak but it was there. "Hi, my boy." He had tears in his eyes. "I'm so glad to see you're home. So many around here didn't make it." His dad started to break down. Reid rushed over and sat on the edge of the bed. He leaned down and hugged his father. "It's okay, Dad, I'm home safe and sound," he whispered in his dad's ear. "Now, all we have to do is get you well."
"I'm afraid that ship has sailed," he said, smiling at his own joke.
"Nonsense, Dad. Don't give up, we'll find a way."
His dad smiled, knowing his son meant what he was saying, but he also knew he had only a couple weeks left. They talked a little more, but Reid could see his dad was getting tired. He kissed him on the cheek and told him to get some rest.
When Reid walked into the kitchen, his mother was mixing up some tuna fish salad while Carol was preparing the bread for sandwiches.
"Is he still awake?" his mother asked. "I want to try and get some food into him before he takes his afternoon nap."
"Well, he was still awake when I left but you'd better hurry, he seemed pretty tired. That's why I came down here, so he could rest."
Carol quickly made a sandwich and poured a glass of milk. "I'll take it up to him right now," she said, before heading for the stairs.
Reid took the opportunity to talk to his mother alone. "Mom, isn't there anything they can do for Dad?"
"I'm afraid not, honey. You know your father; he had been having trouble breathing but never told anyone. Then one night we were listening to the radio when he started coughing up blood. I called Doctor King right away. He was here in an hour, took one look at your dad, and took him to the hospital in his car. They took X-rays, that's how they found the cancer. By that time it was already too late. It had spread to other organs in his body."
"Why didn't you tell me sooner?"
"Honey, you were in the middle of a war. We certainly didn't want to take your mind off of what you had to do to stay alive."
Reid saw tears in his mother's eyes as she finished. Seeing her weep caused him to also tear up. His mom wiped her eyes and asked if he was hungry. She fixed him a sandwich and poured him a cup of coffee.
Carol hadn't come back down yet and he was curious. "I see Carol is sleeping here."
"Yes, but she said she'd sleep on the sofa so you can have your old room back. You are staying, aren't you?"
Reid hadn't forgotten about Leilani. "Well, somehow I have to get to Hawaii for a little while, but I won't be long. I'll be back as soon as I can."
"Hawaii," his mother almost shouted. "How are you going get there? We don't have the money to send you."
"I know. I've got some money saved up, Mom; besides, I'm still in the navy, I'm hoping I can hop on a transport."
"Honey, we desperately need you here," she cried. "Is it that girl you wrote us about? Is that why you have to go?"
"Yeah, Mom, I love her. I've got to get over there to see if I can find her. I'm going to marry her."
"Honey, you don't even know if she still lives there. You said in your letters you don't know her last name. How are you going to find her?"
"Well, I know where she lives, or at least lived. If she's moved, maybe whoever lives there now will have a forwarding address."
"Son, please be reasonable. Even if you left now, your father would be gone by the time you got back. I need you, honey; your father needs you, please..."
"Mom, I'd only be gone two or three weeks at the most. Dad will still be alive when I get back."
"Honey, according to the doctor, he has only a couple weeks left, if that."
Once again, his heart was breaking. He thought his dad had a lot more time than that. His mother was right, there was no way he could leave his mom and dad at a time like that; not to mention, his family needed the money he saved more than he did. He knew they had to be broke. "I'm sorry, Mom, I didn't realize Dad's time was so short. You're right, I'm not going anywhere, not for a while anyway."
She could see the moisture glistening in his eyes and laid her hand on his. "I know what it feels like to be in love, honey. I know how hard this is on you, but I don't know what I'd do without you."
"I know, Mom," he said with a sigh. "I have a thirty-day hardship pass. I should have my discharge papers by the time it expires. I'll call my captain to see if he can expedite it, just to make sure, then I'll check about getting a job."
His mother felt sorry for her son but had no choice other than to encourage him to do just that. They had no income, and the money they'd saved from his dad's twenty-some years in the mills was just about gone. She thought maybe talking about Carol would show him that he didn't have to travel all the way to Hawaii to find a woman who was interested in him. "I think you broke Carol's heart when you wrote us about Leilani."
"Carol? Why would I break her heart? I don't think she even likes me."
"Oh, I beg to differ there, Son. She's been as worried about you as the rest of us."
"Mom, we haven't even talked since that night at the prom."
"Well, whatever the problem was, she's obviously forgotten about it. When your father was still able to go to church, she'd come with us and pray along with everyone for your safe return. Whenever we'd get a letter from you, she always asked if she could read it after us. She had tears in her eyes when she read about Leilani. I'm telling you, Son, she has real feelings for you."
Just then she shushed him with a nod of her head. Reid correctly guessed Carol was coming back. Mrs. Prescott saw the empty plate Carol was holding. "He ate the whole sandwich?"
"Yeah, he's in a lot better spirits because Reid is home," she replied, putting the dish in the sink. "He's awful tired though, he said he was going to take a nap."
Reid spoke up. "Carol, I understand you've offered to sleep on the couch."
"Yeah, I don't mind, honestly. I figured you'd want your room back."
"Well, I appreciate it but I'm not going to make you sleep down here. I'll take the couch for now."
"Are you sure?" she hopefully asked.
"Yeah, I'm sure," he replied with a smile. "Hey, Mom," he said, directing his attention back to her, "what's the basement look like these days?"
"Ah, oh, I don't know, Honey, I haven't been down there in a while. I think your father has it pretty well cluttered up, why?"
"Well, maybe I can get things organized enough to put a bed down there."
"Oh, can I help?" Carol volunteered.
"Sure, if you want."
Reid called his captain and explained the situation. Captain Cope promised he'd do what he could to expedite his discharge papers. "What about that girl in Hawaii?"
"I don't know what I'm going to do, Captain. I love her with everything I have in me, but I can't desert my family, not at a time like this. I'm sure the mills will be hiring. They pay better than any of the other jobs around here. That's why I need those papers, Sir. I'm not sure they'll hire me without them."
"I'll make sure you get them as soon as possible, Senior Chief Prescott, and if I don't talk to you after this, I wish you the best of luck and a life of happiness. You were an excellent non-com, Prescott, cool under fire, and always in control. I have no doubt you'll do well."
"Thank you, Captain, that's much appreciated. I'm sure going to do my best."
"I know you will. I'll make sure you get those papers as soon as humanly possible, Prescott. You take care of yourself." With that the two men said goodbye.
Reid took a deep breath. He, along with millions of other people, was ecstatic that the war was over but he couldn't help feeling sad and a little lonely thinking about never again seeing the men with whom he'd served.
Call it women's intuition, but somehow both his mother and Carol knew not to bother him as Reid went to the refrigerator and grabbed a beer. He walked back to the living room and sat in his dad's favorite chair to reflect back on the last four years.
Of course, he included Leilani, but mostly he thought of the men who fought by his side. He lost a lot of friends at Pearl, and a lot more through the years, some of whom had to be buried at sea, depriving their families of the opportunity to say their last goodbyes.
His eyes started to cloud up as he wondered why them and not him. Was it God's will, fate, or just dumb luck? He couldn't help but feel guilty to a certain extent. He couldn't see her, but Carol was watching from the kitchen. It was almost as if she could read his mind. He was surprised when she walked over, sat in his lap, and kissed his cheek.
"I know none of us can even imagine the horrors you've seen, the friends and people you've seen die, but please, if there's anything I can do to make things easier for you, just let me know, Reid."
He was still confused as he looked into sympathetic eyes. I guess people can change, he told himself, but even though it had been years, he still remembered how angry she was and some of the things she said when he dropped her off that night after the prom.
He decided it was neither the time nor place to rehash old wounds so he put a smile on his face. "You've already made things easier by volunteering to help me in the basement. Knowing Dad, it's probably a real mess down there. I have a feeling you're going to be sorry you ever opened your mouth."



"No time like the present," she gleefully replied. "Let's go down and see how bad it is."
They told his mom they were going to check it out. It was a mess, but manageable. Reid found some lumber and wallboard packed away in one of the corners. Carol was already starting to move some boxes to clear a little area. They were there only long enough to assess what had to be done and go through some things.
"Hey, Mom, what's all that lumber down there for?"
"Oh, your father always hated the fact that this was only a two-bedroom home. All his friends have three bedrooms. A couple years ago, his buddy, Jack, convinced him the two of them could add a third bedroom. For a solid week, Jack hauled all that wood and stuff here in his pickup. I have no idea where he got it. Knowing him, he probably stole it from some construction site somewhere."
"So what happened?"
"Well, when they really started to figure things out, they knew they couldn't put in the foundation, the electrical or heating by themselves. When your dad started to get estimates for all that stuff, he decided it was going to cost too much and forgot the whole idea, why?"
"Well, there's enough to make a little bedroom down there."
"Can you do that?"
"Sure, the heating and electrical are already there. All I have to do is section off a corner and put up a couple of walls and a ceiling. Would you mind if I did that?"
"Of course not, honey. You do whatever you want down there."
Carol wasn't much of a carpenter, but pitched right in and did whatever she could. Reid bought some electrical conduit and tapped into the fuse box to install an overhead light and a couple of wall outlets. He was close enough to the furnace that he didn't have to worry about heat.
Carol went along to find a used dresser and a twin-size bed frame. Carol tried to talk him into a full-size bed, but after sleeping in cots for the last several years, a twin bed seemed like more than enough room. The box spring and mattress he bought new. In just three days Reid and Carol had built a cozy little sanctuary with all the comforts of home. He enjoyed the thought of having his own space. Even Carol was excited, but for another reason. She had plans to make him forget all about that girl in Hawaii.
The night Jack Lowry took her virginity was a revelation, not that he was that good; in fact, he was terrible, but that was the night she discovered even terrible sex was good sex. Since that night, she'd been to bed with dozens of guys. Some good, some were bad, some were better than good. She'd learned a lot and knew it was time to put all that knowledge to good use. She wasn't getting any younger, she needed to trap her a man and Reid was prime stock.
In the nine months she'd spent with the Prescotts, she learned a lot about their son. He was smart, but she knew that from school. He was hard working and dependable. Although she knew he drank moderately, Reid certainly wasn't the kind to sit in some bar on a Friday night and drink away his paycheck like her father did.
She already had a big head start by living there and taking care of his parents, but the war made good eligible bachelors a scarce commodity, so she had to make sure she got Reid into the sack before any of the other town trollops got to him first. She knew he'd never go up to her room. It was right down the hall from his mom and dad. They'd be able to hear everything. Even the couch was right below his parent's bed, but the basement was perfect. She could turn him inside out down there and no one could possibly hear anything. Now it was just a matter of timing.
About two weeks after talking to his captain, Reid received his discharge papers in the mail, but by that time his father had only days to live. He helped his mother catch up on the bills and still had some savings left, so he could wait before applying for a job; for the time being, he was going to spend every minute he could with his dad.
It was 3 AM when Mrs. Prescott carefully navigated the stairs to the basement. She gently shook her son. "Reid... honey, it's your father, I... he's having a hard time breathing. Could you come upstairs?"
"Sure, Mom, give me just a second to put something on and I'll be right there." He'd already slipped on some pants and a shirt by the time his mother reached the top of the stairs and was right behind her. When they walked in, Frank Prescott was wheezing very slowly. His breaths were shallow and weak.
Reid sat at the edge of the bed and lowered his head to speak softly, "Dad, Dad, do you want to go into the hospital?"
Too weak to talk, he slowly shook his head. He had been going downhill all week, he knew he wouldn't make it through the night and he wanted to die at home.
Reid's mother did her best to stay strong. She had been holding back tears all week, but no longer. She knew it was coming; no matter how hard she tried to prepare herself, in the end, there is just no way to harness the grief. She took her beloved's hand in hers and looked up and her son. "Reid, go get Carol. She'll want to be here."
He ran down the hall and shook her awake. "What... what is it?" she asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
"It's Dad, I... I think it's the end."
"Oh, no," she cried, hopping out of bed, naked. She threw on a robe and followed Reid back to the bedroom. His mother was lying next to the man she'd loved for over twenty-six years. Tears poured like rain as she quietly talked to him.
"I'm with you, my darling. I'm right here along with Reid and Carol. We love you so much. You've been a wonderful man, honey. I couldn't have asked for a better husband..."
"And I couldn't ask for a better father," Reid interjected. "We all love you, Dad."
"Do you remember when you proposed, honey?" sobbed his grieving wife, forcing a small smile between her tears. "I don't know why you were so scared. I had been waiting months for you to ask. You had to know my answer would be yes, but you were so nervous you dropped the ring." That brought a small smile to his tortured face as he nodded his head. "That was the moment you made me the happiest woman on earth."
She ever so gently squeezed his hand. "This isn't the end, you know," she continued. "We'll be together again, and next time it'll be for eternity," she stated with certainty. The small smile on her husband's face widened as he took his last breath.
It was almost an hour before anyone could stop crying long enough to gather their wits about them. Carol was the first. Even though she really only knew him for less than a year, she'd learned to love him like the father she wished she had. "I'm... ah, I'm going to go down and make coffee," she whimpered.
Reid stayed behind with his mother for another fifteen minutes. "Mom, the coffee should be ready by now. Why don't you go ahead? I'll be down in another minute or two." As soon as his mother was downstairs, Reid bent down and kissed his dad's forehead before covering the body with a sheet, an act that always felt so final, and one he wanted to spare his mother.
His mom and dad already had their cemetery plots picked out and paid for, but Reid took care of all the funeral arrangements. He knew his dad had a lot of friends, but he was surprised at the more than two hundred people who came to the viewing, most of whom were from the steel mills.
After returning home from the burial, Reid's mom was inconsolable. She'd held it together all through the wake and funeral but had to let it out after it was all over. With Carol on one side and Reid on the other, they consoled her through half the night.
It was about one in the morning before they finally got her to sleep, after which, Carol saw an opportunity. It was a calculated risk but she had to start her seduction sometime and she knew Reid was vulnerable. "Reid, could... could I sleep with you tonight? I... I don't mean anything sexual," she quickly added, "I just need you to hold me. I really don't want to be alone tonight. I thought about asking your mother, but I think she'd rather be alone to grieve as she wants."
His first instinct was to say no, immediately. He hadn't had a woman in his bed since that last night with Leilani and he felt a twinge of guilt for even considering it, but he was also starting to doubt whether he'd ever see Leilani again. He was feeling trapped by his circumstances, something else he was feeling guilty about. His dad didn't die on purpose; it wasn't his mother's faulty she had to depend on him. He had to face reality, he'd most likely never see his true love ever again.
He looked at Carol. She seemed to be sincere about just needing someone to hold her... someone else who needed him. "Okay, but you have to wear something," he stipulated.
"Oh, of course." She had no plans to try and fuck him right off the bat. She knew from his letters that he was in love with another woman. She'd have to take it slow, but with the help of his mother, who Carol knew was already on her side, she would someday wear his wedding ring.
Reid waited a few more days before going down to the mills. He wanted to make sure his mother would be okay with him gone. Bright and early one morning he drove into the massive Inland Steel complex of offices and gigantic buildings spewing massive clouds of black smoke. Suddenly, he remembered making the same drive with his dad when he was about nine. It was the height of the depression and the mills had cut back on their workforce by over thirty percent, so his dad was very proud to still have his job. Reid recalled he and his dad standing in front of the building where he worked. "Reid, this country's hurting right now, but no matter how bad things get, we'll always need steel. Who knows, maybe someday you'll follow in my footsteps."
Reid had to laugh; even at that age, the last thing he ever wanted to do was work in a place like that.
He was a little shocked when he walked into the employment office. It was only a little after seven, but there were already about thirty other guys in the waiting room. He walked over to a young woman who was sitting at a desk in the corner. After asking him if she could be of assistance, he told her he wanted to apply for a job. She handed him a three-page application and warned him it would be a long wait.
It was almost two o'clock in the afternoon when he was called into the interview room. He recognized the man behind the desk as someone who was at his dad's wake. After the pleasantries, Reid was invited to have a seat.
"First off, Reid, I want to say how sorry I am about your dad. He was a great guy. We're all going to miss him around here."
Reid thanked him, after which they talked a little more about his dad, sharing a couple of anecdotes before getting to the business at hand. "You don't have anything down here about your military service, Reid. As I understand it, you're a true war hero."
"Sir, I'd just as soon forget about the war altogether."
"I understand, but it has a bearing on the kind of job I can offer you. What was your rank when you got out?"
His interviewer took notes as Reid explained how he rose in the ranks to a Senior Chief Petty Officer.
"That's impressive, Reid. I'm going to kick your application upstairs. In addition to laborers, we need management personnel as well. With my recommendation, I doubt very much that you'll be working next to any blast furnaces.
"Your dad was off for quite a while. I'm sure you and your mother need income as soon as possible so I'm going to put a rush on this. We should have something for you by next week," he said.
Reid had mixed emotions on the way home. He really wasn't crazy about working on the floor of a steel mill, but an office job didn't seem so bad. On the other hand, it was another step in a life of becoming what he'd always railed against, just another life-long steelworker from Northwest Indiana. His aspirations of living in paradise with the woman of his dreams were becoming more and more elusive.
"How did it go?" his mom asked as he walked in.
"Good," he answered. "I talked to a Mr. Wilkens. He was at dad's wake. He said I should be working by next week, probably an office job."
"Oh, honey, that's wonderful." The small smile he forced wasn't lost on his mother. She felt bad for him, but there was really nothing she could do. She needed her son.
"Where's Carol?" he asked.
"She went to the store. She was pretty sure you'd get a job and wanted to fix a nice dinner for you tonight."
He had been wondering about something ever since he got home. It seemed like the right time to ask. "Mom, I know you said she was here to help out, but why is she living here? What happened to her own parents?"
"You know her father used to drink a lot... "
"Yeah, well, I didn't know him that well; he wasn't around a lot that I remember."
"Because he was always sitting in some bar someplace," his mother added. "I guess Carol's mother had enough one day and just left."
"When was this?"
"Ah, last year sometime," she replied. "Anyway, her dad really hit the bottle after that. Your father was driving home one day when he saw her sitting on a bench in Harrison Park, crying. He recognized her from when you guys were dating in high school, so he stopped to see if he could help. She came back with him and just never left. She went home a couple of times to get her clothes and things but never saw her father. She hasn't seen or heard from him since, her mother either."
"Jeeze."
"Yeah, we're about the only family she has now. She's been wonderful. I don't know what I would have done without her when your dad got so sick. She's going to make some lucky man a wonderful wife someday."
Reid looked up at his mother who had a sly little grin on her face. "Never mind, Mom. I'm not looking for a wife, and besides, I already know the woman I'm going to marry." No more was said, but both knew his chances of finding and marrying Leilani were about one in a million.
Over the next few months, life settled into a tolerable routine. Reid was put in charge of the plant's security force, which mainly entailed scheduling the security guards and making sure any issues were handled quickly and efficiently. The pay was excellent and he was home every evening by six unless there was some emergency, which was rare.
Home life was also rather mundane. Reid's mother would always feel like she'd lost a part of herself, but she had gradually regained her sense of humor and was coming back to life. Carol seemed to be the glue that held everything together. She did most of the housework and shared the cooking. At first, Reid was embarrassed knowing she was washing his dirty underwear, but again, he simply got used to it.
That Christmas, Reid surprised everyone with a television set with a twelve-inch, oblong screen. Neither his mother nor Carol even knew what it was. He had the guy from the electronics shop set everything up, then sat the two ladies in front of it and turned it on.
"Oh, my! How... how did he get in there?" his mother asked.
"Oh, Reid, this is one of those televisions, isn't it?" probed Carol.
"Yup," he replied. Reid had a big smile on his face. He was proud that he was able to buy them such an extravagant gift. "And look," he continued, "if you don't like what's on this station," he said while reaching for a dial on the front of the set, "you can switch it to another one."
"Can he see us?" his mom asked.
"No, Mom, we can see and hear him but he can't see or hear us."
"It's magic," she said.
"Yeah, kind of. I really don't know how it works, but the guy at the store said soon we'll be able to watch another station. That'll be three different stations, Mom."
"You're sure they can't hear what we say?"
"I'm sure, Mom," he chuckled.
Over the next couple of weeks, word spread about the newfangled television, and soon they had a room full of friends and neighbors coming over to watch the magic.
Reid came home one day to find his mother in the kitchen cooking dinner and Carol sitting in front of the TV with a guy he'd never seen before. He was about their age and not bad looking. Unconsciously, Reid felt a pang of jealously as he silently watched from the hallway while the two flirted with each other. As the stranger reached over and rested his hand on Carol's knee, Reid made himself known by making some noise.
"Oh, Reid, you're home." Carol looked at the clock on the wall. "I didn't realize it was so late. This is Brad Wilson," she said as they both got up to greet him. "Brad, this is Reid Prescott."
"Nice to meet you," the stranger commented as he stretched out his arm.
"Same here," Reid replied with a slight scowl as they shook hands.
"Well, I'd better go," declared Brad. "Think about what I said, will you?"
"I will," Carol replied.
As Carol said goodbye to Brad, Reid walked into the kitchen and gave his mother a peck on the cheek. "Smells good," he commented.
"I hope so, we're having my world-famous stuffed pork chops," she joked.
"Who's this Brad guy? I'm not crazy about having strangers in the house when I'm not here," Reid quietly mentioned.
"Oh, he's okay. You know Milly from down the street; he's her nephew. I think he's kind of sweet on Carol. You know she hasn't been on a date since she's been here. She needs to get out and enjoy herself once in a while."
Reid wasn't sure if it was another subtle hint from his mother, but inwardly, her words had an effect on him this time. He wasn't sure why, but he was definitely feeling jealous thinking about Carol going out with some guy. Was he really developing feelings for her? "Maybe we should all go out some evening," he said. "I'm sure you could use a night out, as well. When was the last time you went dancing?"
"Oh, Reid, it's been ages; besides, I don't think I'd feel right having another man's arms around me, even just dancing. You should take Carol out though. I'm telling you, honey... " Just then Carol walked in so she stopped talking.
"Sorry, Mary, I didn't mean to abandon you in the kitchen. We got interested in that program we were watching and I lost track of time."
"That's okay, honey," Mrs. Prescott replied, "he seems like a nice young man."
"Yeah, he asked me out. I told him I had to think about it."
Reid suddenly felt a sense of urgency. "Ah, mom and I were just talking about the three of us going out some night."
"Really?" she almost screeched with a big smile. "I'd love that, Reid. Where would we go?"
"I don't know but I think both of you ladies deserve a night out. Let me ask around at work and see if I can't find someplace for a nice dinner, then maybe take in a show or something."
A few nights later, Reid took his mother and Carol out to eat at a nice restaurant and had them pick out what show they wanted to see; there were two in town. They had just stopped at the concession counter for some popcorn when Carol was approached by two guys. Reid thought one of them looked familiar but had never seen the second guy.
"Hey, Carol, long time no see. Where have you been?"
"Hi, Steve," she replied. "I've been staying with Mrs. Prescott and helping out after Mr. Prescott died."
The two men looked at Carol then Reid and his mother, trying to figure out the relationship. It was an awkward moment, so Carol took the opportunity to introduce everyone.
"Steve, you remember Reid, don't you? He graduated with us."
"Yes, of course," Steve replied while shaking hands. "I heard you came back from the war with a bunch of medals. Good for you."
"That's all in the past, Steve, where it belongs," he responded a little curtly.
Again, Steve glanced between Reid and Carol, "Ah, are you two, ah... "
Carol knew what he was getting at immediately and was the first to speak up. "No, I live at the house and help out Mrs. Prescott but there's nothing between Reid and me."



"I see, in that case, can I get a number where I can call you? We should go out sometime."
"Ah, they don't want me giving their number out, Steve. Why don't you give me yours and I'll call you."
He took a napkin from the counter but didn't have a pen. Reid felt betrayed by his mother when she volunteered one from her purse.
Reid didn't enjoy the movie very much, in fact, after sitting in front of the large screen for an hour and a half, he had no idea what it was even about. He'd thought about Carol the whole time.
First the guy in their living room, then Steve. His mother was right, sooner or later Carol was going to start dating again, could he handle that? He was used to her being around. Was that the same as love? Of course not, but he'd given up on ever finding Leilani again. Maybe his mother was right, maybe he should at least see if there was any spark between Carol and himself.
As the movie credits rolled and the house lights came on, Reid decided to pursue a relationship and just see where it went. At the first opportunity, he talked it over with his mother who was delighted. Carol had been a God-send to her and Reid's dad; she just knew Carol would make a fine wife for her son. "Will you be okay if we leave you alone while we go out?"
"For heaven's sake, Reid, I'm not an invalid; of course I'll be okay," she answered with a little anger.
"Okay, I'll ask her to go out this weekend then. Who knows, she might turn me down."
"She's not going to turn you down, Son. That woman cares very deeply for you. I've seen it in her eyes when she looks at you."
Carol almost jumped into his arms when Reid asked her out for dinner and dancing. Of course, Reid and his mother took her enthusiasm as a display of affection, but to Carol, it was the first positive sign that her plan was working.
Carol wasn't even sure what love was. She certainly had never seen it demonstrated in her own home. Her dad was a drunk and her mother was a cynical shrew who hated everyone, including her husband. As far back as she could remember, she couldn't recall ever seeing her folks kiss or show any sign of affection toward each other.
When she was still a young teenager, she had decided on the kind of guy she would marry someday. He had to be tall and handsome. He had to be smart and have a good job. He had to be the exact opposite of her dad. She found her man after moving in with the Prescotts and listening to all the stories about their son. Reading his letters just solidified her decision. He ticked all the boxes. He was honest, kind, hard-working, and brave; he had a chest full of medals to attest to that. Did she love him? No, she'd never loved anyone. Would he make a good husband? You bet.
The only real question she had about Reid was... is he good in bed? Certainly, sex didn't top her list of qualities for a good husband, but she still enjoyed it very much and wasn't about to do without. The thing was, sex was easy to get. Hell, she'd already slept with dozens of guys. If Reid turned out to be a dud in the sack, she could always find guys to supplement her needs.
As sure as Reid was that he'd never see Leilani again, he couldn't help but feel guilty during his date. As it turned out, Carol was fun to be with. She laughed at all of his jokes and danced like a ferret in heat. When they returned home she cuddled with him on the couch and thanked him for a wonderful evening. Carol was sure she could set the hook with sex, but she remembered how shy he was in high school and didn't want to scare him off; so, Instead of fucking, she'd leave him wanting for more with a kiss that started his socks on fire, before retiring to her room.
Reid was having so much fun, he lost the guilt about halfway through dinner. He was disappointed that she didn't show any signs of wanting to have sex. He would have been up for it, figuratively and literally.
Mrs. Prescott's curiosity was killing her, so after Reid left for work the following Monday, she had to ask, "How did the date go, Carol?"
"Oh, Mary, it was marvelous. I can't remember having a better time. Reid really is a wonderful man."
"Yes, he is. He'll make some lucky woman a great husband someday."
"You're right, Mary, he sure has everything I'd look for in a husband."
The conversation ended there, but Reid's matchmaker of a mother wasn't done yet. Later that night, with Carol out of the room, she had a similar conversation with her son. "You sure made an impression on Carol."
"I did? Why, did she say something?"
"Oh, she couldn't stop talking about what a great guy you are and how much fun she had on your date. Are you going out again this weekend?"
"I haven't asked her yet, but as long as you're okay being alone, yeah, I think I'll ask her to go out next Saturday night. One of the guys at work was telling me about a lounge called Plato's Place that has live music."
"I told you before, don't you worry about me, I'll do just fine. You've given up a lot and it's time you start living for yourself. Go out and have some fun."
He couldn't argue with her. Before the war broke out he had dreams of spending the rest of his life in paradise with Leilani at his side, instead, there he was living in the town he vowed never to live in again, working for a company he vowed never to work for. Dreams are one thing, he told himself, life is something else entirely. Of course, Carol agreed to a second date.
The band was still setting up when they walked in. As they looked around for a table, Reid noticed the guys outnumbered the gals by two-to-one, at least. He already knew Carol was a popular girl around town and hoped he wouldn't be sitting at an empty table all night, watching her dance with other guys.
As it turned out, he needn't have worried; although she'd been asked to dance by fifteen or twenty other fellas, she refused every one of them, explaining that all her dances were reserved for her escort. A couple of the guys looked a little ticked off, but Reid's reputation preceded him. No one wanted to start a fight with a war hero.
Carol knew Mrs. Prescott would be sound asleep by the time they got home. They'd both had just enough alcohol to be feeling mellow and she had been teasing Reid on the dance floor all night... the time was right. She turned, pushed their bodies together, and planted a kiss on Reid's lips as soon as they walked in the door. He wasn't shocked, in fact, he had the same idea. She just beat him to the punch.
After a lengthy, passionate kiss, with both arms around his neck, Carol looked into his eyes. "Reid, do you like me?"
"Of course I like you, I like you a lot."
"Then show me how much you like me, please, make love to me tonight, Reid. I need to feel you inside of me," she pleaded.
Reid wasn't sure if it was the liquor, the fact that she'd rubbed her body against his hard cock on the dance floor all night, or he truly had feelings for her, maybe it was a combination of all, but at that moment, he wanted her more than anything.
He took her in his arms and met her lips with his own. "Take me to bed," she said after breaking the kiss. He didn't need to be asked again. As soon as they got downstairs he wished he had opted for the bigger bed. Within moments they were both naked. Carol sat on the mattress and was about to take him into her mouth but had to smile at the stiff manliness pointing straight at her. No preparation was needed, he was ready.
She swung her legs up and lay waiting to snare her prey. Reid snuggled up and ran his hand through her hair while gently kissing her neck. Her moans told him she was enjoying it. Slowly he worked his way down to her nipples, gently biting, kissing, and sucking on them. Her moans got louder and more intense as he worked his way down. He felt her body tense up when sucked her sweet clit in his mouth and rolled it with his tongue.
Reid took it as a sign when she spread her legs further apart and got into position. She reached down to guide what felt like a piece of flesh covered steal into her vagina. It had been a while for both of them. Her screams of ecstasy joined his grunts as they both came within minutes. The second round took much longer.
In the hands of a skilled manipulator such as Carol, Reid didn't stand a chance. Even his own mother thought she was the girl for her son. Within six months, Carol had an engagement ring and four months later the happy twosome stood in front of a preacher and exchanged wedding vows in front of family and friends.
Carol, not wanting to be embarrassed in front of everyone, didn't even invite her father. As a result, Tom Bennett, Reid's best friend from the plant, walked her down the aisle before joining the groom as his best man.
The reception was held in the newlywed's backyard. Reid and Carol worked hard to make sure everything was just perfect. A few days before, Reid went around the yard three times with a sprayer full of pesticide to kill as many mosquitos as possible. Carol found two large fold out tables at a second-hand store, one for the gifts and one for the food. While at the Ben Franklin store in town to buy paper table cloths for the tables, Carol spotted some crepe paper streamers and a bunch of Chinese lanterns with which to decorate the yard. Reid was not about to have his mother and wife cook, so he splurged and got a local restaurant to cater the event.
For Mary Prescott, it was one of the three happiest days of her life, the first two being her own wedding and the birth of her son. Unfortunately, try as she did, Mary was unable to ignore the sadness lingering under the surface. At one point, she just couldn't prevent the tears from falling, so she disappeared into the house to avoid anyone's discovery.
Reid saw her go inside and had an idea of what was bothering her. He gave her a few minutes to be alone, then followed to give her support. He found her sitting on the edge of her bed, wiping her tears with a tissue.
"What's the matter, Mom?"
She looked up and felt bad that he found her crying on his wedding day. "Oh, Reid, honey, I'm so sorry. I didn't want you to see me like this."
He walked over and sat beside her. "It's dad, isn't it."
She nodded, "He would have been so proud of you today. I just wish he could have been here, honey." She wiped away more tears between sobs.
"Mom, I have a feeling he's looking down on us right now. He has that great big goofy grin on his face and he's thinking, 'Silly woman, doesn't she know I'm still with her, maybe not physically, but I'll never leave her heart."
She forced a chuckle when he mentioned his dad's goofy grin. "I know, honey. I'll be all right. You go down and be with your guests, I'll be along in just a couple of minutes."
"Okay, Mom," he said with a kiss on her cheek.
As soon as Reid left, she picked up the framed photo of her deceased spouse and kissed it. "He's right," she said out loud, "I know you're looking down on us with pride. I love you so much." With that, she wiped her eyes one more time, valiantly put a smile on her face, and rejoined the party.
The honeymoon was short but fun. After secretly asking the neighbors on both sides to look in on his mother several times a day, Reid and Carol spent five days at the Wisconsin Dells. Neither had ever been there before, so they took in all the sights and shows during the day and screwed like rabbits every night. Carol was desperate to show him all the things she like to do in the bedroom.
He enjoyed the different positions she showed him, especially doggy style. He also liked her on top. He wasn't crazy about eating pussy. He did it because she gave him blow jobs, which Reid considered to be one step from heaven, but Carol could tell he wasn't really into it whenever she had his face between her legs. She wasn't all that concerned, though, he had shown his willingness to learn what she liked and for a while, thought she might not ever have to go outside the marriage to be sexually sated.
For the next two years, things couldn't have gone more smoothly. Reid's mother insisted he and Carol take the master bedroom and she would move into the smaller one. They bought her a new, full-size bed, and a brand new bedroom set to make her as comfortable as possible.
Reid was doing well at Inland Steel and had been given a raise he hadn't even asked for. He had made several good friends, most of whom were married, so he and Carol socialized on a regular basis. Life was good, although secretly, from time to time, Reid would wonder about Leilani. How was she doing? Was she happy? Had she forgotten all about him by now—most likely, he thought.
Carol was also happy with her life. She had everything she ever wanted, a wonderful husband with a well-paying job and who came home every night without the smell of liquor on his breath. Having Mrs. Prescott there to talk with and confide in was like having the mother she never had. The house was paid for, so when Mary passed, she and Reid would get it free and clear. She had even befriended some of the wives of her husband's co-workers and buddies. There were casual get-togethers, holiday parties, and an occasional night out on the town with friends. Life was good, she'd be a fool to do anything that would jeopardize it... so why was she getting restless?
Reid paid attention in the bedroom and had become a better than adequate lover. He was just always so damn gentle. Several times, she tried to get him to just fuck her, but he didn't seem to have it in him. He tried, she knew he tried, he'd start out kind of rough and assertive but would soon fall right back into his tender, loving self. She'd sometimes remember some of the guys she fucked after high school. They were young and aggressive. They used her; they took what they wanted and made her feel like a whore, made her feel dirty, made her feel... GREAT.
Some of those guys still lived in town. Most were married, but not all of them. The married ones, she realized, would be safer. They had as much to lose as she did. There was no way they'd take a chance of bragging to their buddies in a bar someplace. She decided she wouldn't go out looking, but if an opportunity presented itself and it was a sure thing that they wouldn't get caught...
They'd been married a little over four years when Tom Bennett, Reid's best man and the person who walked his bride down the aisle, asked his friend if he had time for a beer after work.
"Ah, yeah, sure, but it'll have to be a quick one. I don't want to get home too late."
"No problem," Tom replied.
Stopping at a little neighborhood dive a few blocks from the plant, they each took a stool at the bar and ordered a couple of beers. "All right, Tom, what's up?"
"Reid, this is none of my business but you're a friend of mine, and" he hesitated, "well, I... I just think you should know."
Reid could tell his friend was struggling with whatever it was he wanted to say. "What, Tom? I should know what?"
He took a moment to gather his thoughts then started with a small sigh. "You remember when you showed me your dad's car a while back?"
"Of course."
"You said Carol used it to go to the store and run errands when you're not home."
"Yeah, she still uses it, why?"
"Well, I had a bunch of things that needed to be done on a weekday, so I took yesterday off. I was coming out of the IGA with some groceries and saw Carol pulling in. She parked seventy or eighty feet away, but I recognized the car right off the bat. I was going to yell hello as she got out of the car, but she got right into another one. It looked like she leaned over and kissed the driver, but I couldn't tell for sure. Then they started to back out of the parking space. I thought it was a little weird so I got into my car and followed them. They... they..."
By now he had Reid's curiosity piqued. "They what, Tom?"
"Well, they drove over to that little motel on Algonquin." He heard his friend gasp for a breath. "I'm sorry, man. I waited to see what was going on. She stayed in the car while he went inside the office. When he came out she met him in front of room one-ten. They kissed before going inside. I didn't stick around any longer.
"I'm sorry, man, I really am. I wondered all night about whether to tell you or not. I figured you're a lot like me and I know I'd want to know."
Reid was devastated. He'd never given a thought to his wife cheating on him. Hell, she was with his mother most of the time, at least that's what he thought. "I appreciate you telling me, Tom. I'll ask her what's going on. Hopefully, she has a logical excuse, but if she's cheating on me, I won't stand for it."
"Well, give her a chance to explain it to you. As you said, it's possible it was all very innocent," Tom replied, knowing the chances of it being innocent were almost nill.
They quickly finished their beers then went their separate ways. Carol was in the basement doing some laundry when he walked in, so he asked his mother to join him in the living room where they could quietly talk.
"Mom, do you ever go with Carol when she goes shopping?"
"Sometimes, but not all the time, why?"
"How long is she gone when she goes alone?"
"Oh, I don't know, sometimes only twenty or thirty minutes, sometimes an hour, it depends on how much she has to get."
"That's it, no more than an hour?"
"No... she's gone longer when she goes out to see her girlfriends. She's sometimes out for two or three hours then. What's this all about, honey? Are you still worried about me being alone?"
"No, Mom, that's not it. Did she go out to see her friends yesterday?"
"Ah, yeah, for a while, why?"
"Because Tom Bennett saw her go into a motel room with a guy he didn't know."
It took his mother a few seconds to realize what her son was inferring. "You don't... you don't think she's cheating on you? Oh, Reid, she'd never do that."
"Mom, I can't think of another reason for her to be in a motel room with another man, can you?"
She couldn't, but she wasn't ready to accept the obvious. "I'm sure there's a logical explanation, Reid. That girl loves you; I can't believe she'd cheat on you."
Just then Carol came up the stairs with a basket full of laundry. "Hi, honey." She startled them both and got the proverbial deer-in-the-headlights look. "What's the matter? Is everything okay? Did something happen at work?"
"Come on over here, Carol. I have something I need to talk to you about." She started toward the living room. "Put the laundry down for now. This is important."
She put the basket on the floor and walked over, taking a seat next to Mary on the couch. Her mind was spinning with questions. She was expecting him to say he lost his job, or that he was sick.
Reid wasn't the kind to beat around the bush. "Yesterday, Tom Bennett saw you go into a motel room with some guy he didn't know. What's going on, Carol?"
Now she was the one with the deer-in-the-headlights look. She was totally unprepared. She and Arnie Becker had been meeting for months without a hint of discovery. She didn't have time to come up with a good story so she blurted out the first thing that came to mind. "Oh, Honey, that was just an old friend. He'd moved out of town a few years ago and came back for just a couple of days. That's why he was staying in a motel. We ran into each other in the store. I wanted to tell him all about you and our wonderful life so I went to his room where we could talk for a little while, that's all."
Reid didn't look convinced.
"Honey, you don't think I was cheating on you, do you? Nothing happened, Honey, I swear. We just talked for a little while."
His mother was willing to believe her story but Reid knew better. "Carol, you didn't run into him in the store. Tom saw you pull into the parking lot in Dad's car. He saw you get out and go into the other guy's car and he followed you to the motel. He saw you kiss the guy," he said as his voice rose in volume.



"You don't believe me? Reid, I'd never cheat on you, I love you."
"Why did you lie?
"I didn't. I didn't mean we met inside the store itself, we met in the parking lot before I went inside. The kiss was nothing. He used to be a good friend and I hadn't seen him in a long time so I gave him a little hello kiss, that's all.
Reid looked at his mother who was pleading with her eyes for him to believe Carol's story. He didn't, not really, but he had no proof of anything else.
"Reid, please, believe me, nothing happened. I probably shouldn't have gone to his room, but I was so anxious to tell him about you and your mother and everything."
"What's his name?"
"What?"
"His name, if he's such a good friend you must know his name."
Again, she had to think fast and come up with a fictitious name. She found it wasn't all that easy, especially when she was on the spot like that. "Adam," she claimed, "Adam Jones."
"Adam Jones? Did we go to school with him?"
"No, ah, his parents and mine were good friends at one time. Adam and I knew each other when we were just kids."
"Carol, I won't stand for any cheating. If I find out you're seeing other guys behind my back, so help me, I'll divorce you, I mean it."
Later that night, while lying beside each other in bed, Carol had to ask, "You do believe me about yesterday, don't you, honey?"
"I'm willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but I better not find out you're lying to me, Carol."
There was no sex that night. Carol tried testing the waters but he shut her down flat. She was worried beyond belief. What were the odds of someone seeing them like that? She didn't get much sleep that night.
The next morning, Reid took his dad's car keys from his wife's purse before leaving for work. While driving in, he came up with a plan. It probably still wouldn't provide proof of anything, but he might be able to find out if his wife was lying to him or not.
He told his boss he needed to take a long lunch hour then headed to the Cherry Lane Inn, the motel Tom was talking about. He asked the clerk if an Adam Jones was still there. The young man behind the counter looked a little puzzled as he checked the register.
"I'm sorry, Sir, we don't have a Mr. Jones staying here."
"Did he check out already?"
"He was never here."
"Well, who was in room one-ten then?"
"Ah, I'm sorry, Sir, I can't give you that information. We don't give out the names of our guests."
"Will twenty bucks get me the name," Reid asked while pulling out his wallet.
The clerk looked around, then took the two tens Reid set on the counter before looking for the name. "Ah, Arnold Becker," he said.
"Has he been here before?"
"Oh yeah, he comes two or three times a month with a really good looking fox."
Earlier that morning, Reid had asked a couple of his friends if he could borrow pictures of their wives. He promised they'd get them back unharmed the next day. He spread them out on the counter along with a picture of Carol. "Can you tell me if she's one of these women?"
"Yeah, this one right here," he replied, pointing at his wife.
"Okay, thanks," Reid responded. He turned to leave but thought of one more question. "Ah, just one more thing; you said they came in two or three times a month, how long have they been coming in?"
"I'm not really sure, four or five months, I guess, maybe six."
"Thanks again."
"She your wife?" the clerk asked.
"For the time being," Reid replied, on the way out.
He was too upset to go back to work. He stopped at a restaurant for a cup of coffee and used the payphone to call in and tell his boss he needed the rest of the day off.
As he sat drinking his coffee, his anger was bubbling to the surface. By the time he got home, he was seething. Carol was surprised to see him walk in so early in the day, then one look at his face and she knew she was in trouble.
"Where's Mom?"
"She's in her room taking a nap. Is everything all right, honey? You're home awful early."
"No, as a matter of fact, NOTHING is all right. You lied to me. Adam Jones my ass. How about Arnold Becker. You and him have been carrying on for months but I don't have to tell you that, do I. How many others were there before him?" He could see the terror in her face. "Go on, tell me I'm wrong. Tell me how much you love me and would never cheat on me. How about you and I go down to the Cherry Lane motel and you can tell me in front of the desk clerk over there. He thinks you're a good-looking fox, by the way. You should keep him in mind for another candidate."
Mary, having heard the commotion, came out to see what was going on. She saw Carol sitting at the kitchen table, crying, and heard the last few words from her son but hadn't heard enough to fully know what he was talking about.
"Reid—honey, what's going on?"
"She lied to us, Mom. She's been seeing another guy for months. She's been telling you she was visiting girlfriends and the whole time she's been going to a motel with some guy named Arnold Becker."
She felt as if her own heart had shattered. "Oh, Carol, is this true? How could you? You've been like one of the family, I... I just don't understand how you could do something like that."
Carol couldn't answer, all she could do was cry. She couldn't believe she ruined everything. She would, of course, beg and plead to be forgiven but didn't hold much hope. When it came to right and wrong, Reid was a boy scout. He believed in honesty and always trying to do the right thing, and he believed others should feel the same way. He wouldn't associate with anyone he knew to be dishonest.
After a few minutes of sobbing, Carol realized the voices had stopped. She lifted her head from her hands and saw she was alone. She could hear Reid talking in the living room. She dried her eyes with a dish towel and slowly walked to the doorway. What she saw was truly heartbreaking. Reid had his arm around his mother trying to comfort her as she bawled like a baby. He looked up at Carol with unbelievable anger in his eyes.
"I'm... I'm so sorry," she wept as she ran into their bedroom and closed the door. She flopped down on the bed and started to cry again. She could have possibly talked him into forgiving her for his own pain, but he would never ever forgive her for his mother's pain, she was certain of that.
"Carol... Carol, wake up, I want to talk to you."
She was being nudged. She realized she had cried herself to sleep. Mary was sitting on the edge of the bed. Her voice was different. Never had she heard Mrs. Prescott speak with indifference.
"I want to know why?" she demanded. "Why would you do something so vile? We took you in when you needed help. Frank and I treated you like a daughter. I encouraged my son to marry you because I thought you'd make him a wonderful wife, and then you betray us like this, why?"
"I don't know, Mary, I guess I just got selfish. When I married Reid, I had everything I wanted, but after a while I guess I started to become complacent. What do you do when you have everything you want? You want more, of course. For one thing, I missed some of the wild sex I used to have when I was younger. Then, one day I saw Arnie, I knew him from before, and talk about wild sex... the guy is an animal.
He works as a department manager at the sports store on York Road. I tried to resist, I really did, but I found myself making excuses to go over there. Every time I'd see him I'd... well, let's just say I got excited you know where.
"The first time we went to a motel together, it was just supposed to be that one time. I thought no one will ever know. When I saw him again and he wanted more, I figured I got away with it once, I could do it again. The next thing I knew we were doing it a couple times a week without getting caught. I can't believe Tom saw us like that."
Mrs. Prescott was disappointed. She was hoping Carol would tell her something that might justify her actions, or at least, give her son a reason to forgive her; unfortunately, she heard nothing. "Well, he's going to divorce you and I won't try to talk him out of it. I don't think I could if I did try."
"I know, Mary. I really screwed up, didn't I."
"Yes, you sure did. I can't tell you how angry and disappointed I am in you, Carol. I don't think I'll ever get over how you hurt my son."
"I know it doesn't mean much, but I am sorry. I never wanted this."
"I'm pretty sure he's going to ask you to leave pretty soon. Where will you go?"
"I don't know. I guess I'll go see if my dad is still living at the house. I haven't talked to him in years so I don't know how welcome I'll be but I really don't have anywhere else."
"Do you have any money?"
"No, I don't have anything."
"Well, I'm sure Reid will be fair once he gets over the hurt and anger. Until then, I have about two hundred dollars saved up. You can have that."
"Oh, Mary, I can't take your money," cried Carol.
"Nonsense, I've been saving up to give you and Reid something special for your anniversary, but it doesn't look like that's going to happen so you might as well take it. It's not going to do me any good."
Carol profusely thanked Mrs. Prescott for her generosity but was really worried about what she was going to do. She had no idea if her dad was even still alive. As Mary got up to leave the bedroom, Carol realized they were alone in the house. "Where's Reid? Did he go back to work?"
"No, it's after six o'clock, for Pete's sake. You've been sleeping for hours. I didn't feel much like cooking so he ordered a pizza. He just went to pick it up. You should get out of bed and get yourself cleaned up. He'll be back any minute."
The following day, Reid talked to his boss about his marital problems and asked if he could take a week's vacation. Sympathetic to his plight, Reid's boss made arrangements for it to start the very next day and then gave him the rest of the day off.
Carol, knew her stay at the house would be short-lived, so she begrudgingly accepted the two-hundred dollars from Mary and left. Reid still had the keys to his dad's car, so she walked the three and a half miles to her old home to see if she would be welcome.
She wasn't even sure he still lived there, so she knocked on the door several times before trying it. It was unlocked. She was completely taken aback when she walked inside and wondered how anyone could live like that. There were empty liquor and beer bottles everywhere, a sink full of dirty dishes, clothes scattered all over, and the place stunk to high heaven.
The furniture was all the same, the living room rug was still the same, so evidently he still lived there. She checked her old bedroom and found it just as she left it, only dirtier. She assumed he was at work. Maybe she'd hedge her bets by cleaning up the place before he came home. If she could show him her worth around the house, maybe he'd let her stay. She walked down to the little corner grocery store she was sent to so many times as a kid and got some cleaning supplies.
Reid had used his day off to seek out an attorney. He called the one with the biggest ad in the Yellow Pages and was given an appointment for that afternoon. It was a little after four in the afternoon by the time he walked in the door.
He greeted his mother then looked around. "Where's Carol?"
"She figured you'd be kicking her out of the house, so she left to see if she can go back to live with her father."
"What time did she leave?"
"About eight-thirty or so, why?"
"So she just left you here alone all day?" he angrily asked.
"Young man, you are really starting to make me mad. I am NOT some feeble old woman who can't care for herself. For many years, I took care of you AND your father with no problems, and I could do it again if I had to.
"What do you think, that you are going to divorce Carol but still keep her here as a housekeeper or something? Don't be ridiculous. If you're going to divorce her you both need to get on with your lives. Are you?"
She hadn't yelled at him like that since he was a kid. It threw him a little. "Huh, am I what?"
"Going to divorce her," his mother replied.
"Oh, yes, of course. I'm not going to stand for her cheating, that's for sure. I saw a lawyer today. He's going to have the papers ready in a couple of days."
"You know she has absolutely nothing, no money, no job. She took care of your dad and me for a long time before you came back and she always did more than her share around the house, even after you two were married. That's got to be worth something, honey. I hope you're planning on being fair with her."
"I am," he responded. "When I explained everything to the lawyer, he suggested I pay her twenty percent of my take home for a couple of years, that's about forty dollars a week. That's more than she would have made as a housekeeper."
"I guess that sounds fair," she agreed.
"Did she say if she's coming back today?"
"I have no idea. I guess it depends on her if her dad says she can stay there or not."
*****
By six o'clock Carol had the place aired out, her bedroom cleaned up, the kitchen floor scrubbed, the laundry done, the living room rug vacuumed, and the dishes washed. She started supper, hoping the aroma of a home-cooked meal would increase her chances of having a place to live.
As she sat, eating alone at the kitchen table, Carol was reminded of why her mother left and why she left as well. She was sure her dad was sitting in a bar someplace and figured he wouldn't even show his drunken carcass until midnight, at least. By eleven, she was too tired to stay up any longer. Most likely, by the time her dad got home, he'd be too drunk to talk anyway. It would have to wait until morning.
Unfortunately, with no alarm clock, Carol overslept. She awoke with a start when she saw how bright it was outside her window. "Shit," she cursed as she quickly got dressed. She rushed into the kitchen hoping he hadn't left for work yet but no one was there. In fact, there was no sign that he had even been there. The coffee pot was empty, there were no dishes in the sink, nothing. She checked his bed but it was still made and hadn't been slept in.
Maybe he had a girlfriend and was sleeping at her house? Ridiculous, she thought, what woman in her right mind would have him as a boyfriend? The only thing she could think to do was check the garage to see if his car was there... it was. What the hell? Now she was getting concerned. Where could he be?
She wondered if the Crawfords still lived next door. They were always nice to her when she was growing up. She went over and knocked on their door.
"Carol Johnson, is that you?" Mrs. Crawford looked a little older but she still had her friendly smile.
"Yes, Mrs. Crawford, I came to check on my dad, but he didn't come home last night and I'm worried about him. Do you know where he is by any chance?"
"Oh, yes, Carol, they took him away in an ambulance a few days ago. I don't know what happened. I'm sure he's probably still there, though."
That didn't sound good at all. "Okay, thanks, Mrs. Crawford, I'm going to check with the hospital," she said. She ran to the phone but found it was disconnected. "Shit!"
Her dad always had a bad habit of leaving the keys in the car when it was in the garage. She wondered... sure enough. She drove to the hospital and checked in at the desk. They gave her the bad news. Her father was suffering from Cirrhosis of the liver and had only a couple more days to live. She didn't even recognize him went she walked into his room but he recognized her.
"Carol," he said with a weak voice, "how did you know I was here?"
"I came by the house to check on you, Dad. Mrs. Crawford saw them take you in an ambulance. How are you doing?"
He chuckled as best he could. "How does it look like I'm doing, honey, I'm dying. All the booze finally caught up to me. Listen, when you go home lookup Philip Barkley, in the address book by the phone. He's my attorney. He has my will. It's not much, but I left everything I have to you."
Carol stayed with him until they kicked her out around dinner time. She needed clothes, so she headed back to the only happy home she'd ever known. After she brought Reid and Mary up to speed on her circumstances and told them she would be living in her old house from then on, Reid's mother excused herself so he and Carol could talk privately.
They went over the terms of the divorce. Since there were no kids involved and the house was still in his mother's name, it was all pretty straight forward and Carol readily agreed to the alimony payments.
Things were winding down, but before she left, Reid had to ask, "Carol, be honest, did you ever really love me?"
She looked into his eyes and knew she couldn't lie. "I... I admired you. You were everything I thought a man should be. I knew you would treat me right and take care of me forever, but I'm not sure I even know what love really is, Reid. Right now my dad is in the hospital with only a couple days left, and I can't find it in my heart to love him even now. My mother didn't love him. She obviously didn't love me either, or she wouldn't have left me behind when she took off. The only thing my dad ever loved was his booze. Maybe it's genetic, but I'm not sure I have it in me to really love anyone, certainly not like you love Leilani.
"I knew when you married me you did it because you felt it was your responsibility, your duty, not because you loved me. I knew that, even if you didn't. I'm not sorry, though. The last few years have been the happiest of my life and I thank you for that. I'm just sorry I hurt you and your mother. You didn't deserve that, I am truly sorry."
Reid gave her a hand with her clothes. She had everything she owned piled in the back seat of her dad's car. As she backed out of the driveway, she looked one more time at Reid and his mother standing on the front porch and tears ran down her face. She cried all the way to her new home.
The following day, Reid was gone most of the day and seemed a little agitated when he came home that afternoon. When his mother asked him what was wrong, he told her he had gone first to Arnold Becker's house and told his wife about his affair with Carol. At first, Becker's wife didn't believe him but the more he talked the more convinced she became. By the time he left, Reid was pretty sure divorce was in Becker's near future.
He was driving home after that, but the situation still felt unfinished. He turned around in a parking lot and drove to the store Becker worked in. He asked around until someone pointed out the home wrecker.
"Arnold Becker?"
"Yes, how can I help you?"
"I'm Carol's husband. I just wanted to tell you that since you ruined my marriage, I ruined yours. I just came from your house where I explained your affair with my wife in detail. Your wife's pretty mad. Hopefully, she'll be waiting for you tonight with a shotgun." He watched with glee as the color drained from Becker's face. As he turned to leave, Becker grabbed him and started to cuss.
"You son of a bitch, I'll kill you!" he yelled before hauling back for a right cross.
Reid saw it coming from a mile away and sidestepped the punch before smashing his right hand into the asshole's nose. Blood spurted everywhere and Becker hit the floor. Reid spent the next two hours at the police station but was never locked up. He had several witnesses who said he was acting in self-defense.
His mother scolded him for his lack of self-control, but she couldn't blame him. If she'd been a man she would have done the same thing.
It was several months later when Reid came home and made an announcement. He still had two more weeks of vacation, so he was taking his mother to Hawaii. It was like a dream come true. Ever since reading her son's letters about the tropical paradise, she'd wanted to see it for herself but never thought it would happen.



Reid couldn't believe how it had changed. There were tall buildings and four-lane paved streets everywhere. Of course, his first stop was the apartment building where Leilani lived. They weren't even there anymore. Office buildings now stood on the site. The place that was still there was the New Hope church so Reid took his mother there for Sunday services. He couldn't help but notice the man leading his congregation in prayer had a pronounced limp and wondered if he was in the war. At the end, Mary wanted to tell the minister how much she enjoyed his sermon. It gave Reid an excuse to ask if he knew Leilani or her family.
"I remember you. You were the young man who kissed her in front of the church as the bombs started to fall. She begged you to come inside but you said you had to get to your ship."
"You're the preacher?" Reid couldn't believe it was the same guy who was so understanding that day and guided Leilani inside. "I heard you joined up right after the attack."
"Yeah, that's where I got this," he said, slapping at his bum leg. "Omaha Beach on the "D-day."
"I'm sorry," said Reid.
"My son won the medal of honor," his mother volunteered.
"That doesn't surprise me," commented the man of God.
Enough of the small talk, "Does Leilani still live here? I went over to her old apartment but the building isn't even there anymore."
"No, everything changed after the war. It's getting so expensive to live here anymore, I'm thinking about moving, myself. Leilani's dad got sick and with everything so costly they had to move to the mainland. Mr. Conti had a brother somewhere in the states."
"Conti? Was that her last name?"
"Yeah, her father was from the states, but her mother was full-blooded Hawaiian."
"So, you don't have any idea where they moved, what state, anything?"
"No, I'm sorry. I wish I could help. You know Leilani cried for weeks after that day. Love like that only comes around once in a person's life. I hope you find her, son."
*****
He tried! Over the next few years, his mother watched with sorrow as one lead after another turned out to be a dead end. Eventually, he pretty much gave up. Despite his mother pushing him, he just wasn't interested in trying to find another woman to love. He had resolved himself to the idea of being a confirmed bachelor for the rest of his life.
Early in 1961, Reid received an official looking letter from the Navy. He stood there just looking at the envelope. "I'm too old for the draft," he jokingly told his mother.
"Well, open it and find out what it's about," she replied.
It was an invitation to the twenty-year memorial service at Pearl Harbor. At first, he said he wasn't going, but Mary said she'd love another trip to Hawaii. He finally made up his mind to go and arranged for the vacation time.
They were treated like royalty when they arrived. Reid learned that he, along with the other three medal of honor winners from that infamous day in history, would be acknowledged during the ceremony.
Mary stood in an area that was reserved for family members and thought her heart would burst with pride as they announced the name of her son and told a shortened version of his heroism on that tragic day.
As the narrator moved to the next honoree, Mary was joined by a middle-aged woman. She had long silky black hair and eyes as dark as midnight. She had a thirty-five-millimeter camera hanging around her neck and seemed to know how to use it.
She caught Mary's attention when she spoke. "Excuse me, ma'am, I couldn't help but notice how you were beaming when they were talking about Reid Prescott. Are you a relative?"
Mary took one look at the woman and knew instantly. "Leilani," she said in a whisper.
The camerawoman was shocked. "How did you know my name?"
"I... I can't believe it. I had a feeling, I just knew you'd be here. I'm his mother and I've been waiting to meet you for twenty years."
Leilani had assumed Reid was married and probably had forgotten all about by that time. Mary's words were like a blessing from heaven. The two women talked during a good portion of the ceremony, but Leilani had to take more pictures. She found Mary again as the festivities were coming to an end. She had her back to Reid as he unknowingly approached the two women.
"Mom," he yelled still from several feet away, "are you okay? I know it's been a long ceremony."
"I'm fine, son. I found someone I want you to meet."
Leilani turned around, "Hi, Reid."
He could feel his legs getting rubbery. He caught his breath as his heart started to pound like a kettle drum. "My God, is... is it really you?"
She handed her camera to Mary and rushed into his arms, smothering each other with kisses. The whole crowd around them cheered to see two people so much in love.
It was the start of a long and happy life together. Leilani was working on the East Coast as a press photographer. She had been married, but her husband, like Carol, was caught cheating. She also had a teenage daughter who was in her sophomore year of high school. It took several months of weekend visits, letters, and long-distance phone calls, but Reid and Leilani were finally married in June of 1962.
Leilani's daughter sat in the first row with her arm around her new grandmother and watched with excitement as her mother and step-father exchanged vows with a love that twenty years of separation couldn't destroy.
The end.
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Although this story is pure fiction, IT IS BASED ON A TRUE INCIDENT. I hope you enjoy the story and you know I love it when you comment, so please keep them coming.
*****
The Redhead
It was arguably the greatest experience any man could behold... witnessing the birth of his son. Spencer's wife, Linda, had been in labor for five hours. They were the longest, most traumatic five hours of their lives, but watching the miracle of birth was worth every grueling second, and from the smile on Linda's face, there was no doubt that they both felt the same way.
After cutting the umbilical and cleaning him up some, one of the nurses laid little Terry on Linda's chest and gave her an hour to bond and breastfeed their son before taking him to be weighed and bathed. Spencer was sure every couple in that wing of the hospital thought the same way—they were the two happiest people in the world.
The hospital staff couldn't have been more accommodating. They had already told the proud couple she would be moved to another room and providing there were no complications, they could expect to be there another twenty-four hours. They asked Linda if she wanted little Terry in the room with her or the nursery after his bath. Spencer saw her eyes cloud with moisture.
"I feel so guilty," she said, "but that was quite an ordeal. I would love to have him in the room with me, but I really need a good night's sleep. Would it be okay if he spent the night in the nursery, then stayed with me tomorrow until we're discharged?"
"Please, don't feel guilty," the elderly nurse kindly replied. "It's exactly what I would recommend. You need your rest, and just so you know, this will probably be the last night of uninterrupted sleep you'll have for quite a while, so enjoy it." She chuckled.
Linda turned to Spencer. "Is that all right with you, honey?"
"Of course, hon. Like she said, it'll probably be the last night either of us gets a good night's sleep for a while."
Spencer stayed with her until she fell asleep, then went home for a shower and something to eat. They offered him some hospital food, but he took a pass. Before leaving, he stopped by the viewing window in the nursery. He thought he would pop the buttons on his shirt as his chest swelled with pride. His son looked even better after his bath.
The next morning, Linda was already nursing little Terry when her proud husband and new daddy walked in. She looked up and saw the broad grin stretching across his face as he committed the beautiful sight to memory. His newborn son was cradled in the arms of the most beautiful woman he'd ever known while suckling at her breast. The nurses had the little tike dressed in the blue Mickey Mouse pajamas that Spencer, himself, had picked out only a few days prior. The little bit of reddish-blond hair he had was neatly combed to the side. "What a difference a bath makes, huh?" he joked.
"Yeah, well if you went through what he did yesterday, you wouldn't look your best either," she chuckled back. "The nurse said they're going to give both Terry and me one more exam this afternoon. If they find everything is normal, they'll discharge us around five, and guess what, they're giving us a steak dinner before we leave. Isn't that nice?"
"I'll say; that means I don't have to cook today. I was going to ask you what you thought you'd like for dinner but now I don't have to worry about it... do I?"
She smiled. "No, honey, I think the steak will fill me up for the night."
Later that morning, one of the nurses took the baby for his check-up and told the happy couple that mother would be next. After Linda went over all she needed him to do at the house, Spencer left to make sure everything would be ready for his son's homecoming. When it was all done, he called the pediatric ward to make sure they were still being discharged at five.
"Yes, Mr. Anderson, both your wife, and son are doing fine. We have them scheduled for a five o'clock check out. If possible, we'd like you here around four. We have a congratulatory steak dinner with non-alcoholic champagne for you and your wife, after which, she'll be all set to go home."
Before leaving the house, Spencer made a call to his in-laws, Elaine and Don Bradshaw. They lived in the next town over, about a thirty-minute drive, and wanted to be there to welcome their daughter and new grandson when they walked in. Ellie, as most people called her, was waiting by the phone and picked it up on the first ring. Spencer said he'd leave the key under the mat. His own parents would have also loved to be there, but they lived two states away and they both worked.
On his way out, Spencer took a deep breath and looked back into what had been his and Linda's domain. From that moment forward, it would never be the same, he thought. They were no longer a couple, they were parents, the most important and scariest responsibility two people can take on. With one more deep breath and a big smile, he headed undauntedly to the hospital and his new role as father.
After a wonderful steak dinner, Spencer watched proudly as a nurse helped Linda into a wheelchair and placed her smiling newborn son in her arms. "I'll go ahead and bring the car up to the entrance," he told them.
They hadn't had much time, but Don and Ellie had a sign saying, Welcome Home, Terry, strung up in the living room when they got home. Ellie made fresh coffee to go with the cake they picked up at the baker's on the way over and there were also several wrapped gifts sitting on the dining room table. It was a welcome fit for a king.
The next few months weren't easy. All that joking at the hospital about not getting a good night's sleep wasn't quite so funny anymore. It had also taken a little while for them to get back to having regular sex.
Linda was getting frustrated because Spencer was so afraid of hurting her she could barely feel him. She waited as long as she could, hoping he would get back to his old self, but when it didn't look like that was going to happen, she told him flat out, "Spence, it's been months; my pussy is just fine. It's just like it was before I had the baby. You're not going to damage it, so please stop trying to be so damned careful."
He was still inside of her in the missionary position. He stopped long enough to look into her eyes. "Are you sure?"
"Yes, honey, I'm sure. Now ravage my body like you mean it."
He gave her a big smile. "Your wish is my command," he said as he tenderly pinched one of her nipples. He realized he hadn't heard her moan like that since before the baby was born.
Spencer started kissing her neck and nibbled on her earlobe. He stopped just long enough to give her a passionate kiss, then continued on to her magnificent breasts. He sucked, licked, and lightly bit on her nipples until he had her squirming with lust.
"Ohhhhh, oh, oh God," she cried and reached down, grabbing his head in reaction to his tongue's ministrations of her clit. He sucked it into his mouth and rolled it around. He had her clutching at the sheet when he finally moved into position and again, penetrated the gates to heaven.
He took her words to heart as he drove into her vaginal entrance with passion. Changing the length, depth, and timing of his strokes on occasion, he was driving her to an erogenous frenzy. He could tell she was getting close. Her entire body stiffened as her back arched. She cried out as each wave of amatory ecstacy invaded every nerve ending.
Unable to hold back, Spencer matched his wife's euphoria as he irrupted inside her.
It took a couple of minutes before either could control their breathing enough to speak. Spencer was the first. "Kin... kind of li... like that?"
"Yeah," she chuckled between breaths, "exactly like that."
From that day on, at least one of their problems were solved.
Richard O'Connor was the owner of O'Connor Insurance, and Linda's boss. He had always liked her and bent over backwards to accommodate her whenever she needed something. When he heard she was pregnant, he was delighted and told her she could take as much time as she needed before returning to work. He also stopped by the house with a nice gift for the baby and called from time to time to ask Linda if she needed anything.
For a little while, Linda was considering staying home and becoming a full-time parent, but things were getting tight financially and she knew that wouldn't be possible. Her folks were over for a Sunday dinner when she brought it up.
"I talked to Dick the other day about returning to work."
This was news to Spencer, as well as her parents. "I didn't think you wanted to go back to work, honey?"
"Hon, between diapers and all the other expenses for the baby, we're pretty much living from paycheck to paycheck. That's not on you, honey, you make good money, but if we're going to build a life together, I just don't see any way around it."
Her mother joined the conversation. "What about childcare, Linda? Isn't that almost as much as you'd make at your job?"
"Well, it's not cheap, that's for sure, but no, it's not anywhere near what I make at the insurance agency. I must admit, I feel guilty taking him to some strange place and leaving him there all day, but I don't see a choice."
There was a small lull in the conversation as everyone pondered the situation when Ellie broke the silence. "What if I came over every day and took care of him?"
"Oh, Mom, I couldn't ask you to do that."
"You didn't ask, I volunteered."
Spencer saw his mother-in-law's offer as a God-send. He really didn't like the idea of leaving his son with strangers every day. "Mom," he almost gushed, "could you do that? You'd have to be here by eight-fifteen every morning."
"That's no problem, Spence. It would be an honor to spend my days with my grandson."
A little later, Ellie accompanied Spencer as he put Terry to bed for the night. Something had been bothering him for a while and he saw the opportunity to ask his mother-in-law. "Hey, Mom, are there any redheads in your family?"
"Ah, no, I don't think so, honey, why?"
"Well, look at his hair, it's red. I'm pretty sure there aren't any red-heads in my family."
"Oh, Spence, it takes time for babies' hair color to develop. Most babies have blond or light red hair when they're born. It'll start getting darker soon, I'm sure."
"Yeah, I know, I did some reading up on it but Linda has your raven black hair and my hair is dark brown, so I'm just wondering. It seems, if anything, his hair is getting redder the older he gets."
"Honey, it's still too early. Give it some time, I'm sure it will start to darken up in a little while."
Spencer wasn't so sure, but he was willing to give it some more time before making any accusations. He'd read about recessive genes and the various ways people can have red hair, but Terry didn't fit the mold for any of them. He didn't like what he was thinking and was willing to push it to the back of his mind for the time being.
With Ellie taking care of Terry every day, Linda was able to concentrate at work and picked up doing her usual great job as if she hadn't been gone for three months. Dick, her boss, was thrilled with having her at her desk again and took her out for lunch on her first day back.
As the days turned into weeks and then into months, it was becoming evident that little Terry was going to have red hair. Spencer wasn't the only one who was getting more and more concerned. Ever since he'd mentioned it, Ellie was also keeping a close watch, praying that it would soon start turning dark. The thought of her daughter having an affair was way too painful to even think about. It was starting to weigh on her, and Don noticed.
"Ellie, you seem to be down in the dumps lately, is everything okay? Are you getting tired? You've been keeping a pretty grueling schedule with going over there and taking care of Terry every day. Maybe you should tell them you need a break."
"No, it's not that," she replied, while slowly shaking her head.
"Then what, hon? Come on, I know something's bothering you."
"Have... have you noticed anything about Terry?"
"You mean his red hair?"
She looked up at her husband a little shocked. He'd never mentioned it until just then. "Exactly," she responded, "Spencer mentioned it to me a few months back but I didn't think anything of it at the time."
"And now?"
"Honey, he's almost eight months old. If his hair was going to change color, it would have happened by now."
"So, what are you saying... that our daughter had an affair?"
Ellie could feel tears in her eyes as she looked at her husband. "I... I don't know how else to explain it, Don. I know Spencer has come to the same conclusion; I can see it in his eyes. I don't know what's going to happen, Honey. I don't think Spencer is the kind to raise another man's baby and not say anything."
"Has he said anything to you since that one time?"
"No, but I know his suspicions are growing. Sooner or later, something's going to happen, Don, something bad."
Ellie's intuitions were dead on. Only three days later, Spencer came home early and was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for Linda. She was, of course, surprised to see him. She usually got home a good hour before he did.
"Hi, Honey. Wow, you're home early. Where's Mom, did she go home already?"
"Yeah."
She looked over at him while taking a cup from the cupboard. "Is something wrong, Honey? Is Terry all right?"
"Yeah, he's fine. He's taking his nap."
She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down. "Something's wrong, what is it, Honey?"
Spencer was sitting with his hands resting on a couple sheets of paper. He slid the papers in front of his wife. "You want to explain this," he said in a curt tone.
She looked but wasn't sure what she was looking at. "What is it?"
"It's a DNA report. Our son's red hair made me suspicious so I swabbed our cheeks and sent it in. It says there is no way Terry is my child."
Linda gasped at his statement an instant before her shock turned to anger. "What? What the hell is wrong with you, of course he's your child."
"Not according to that," he countered.
"Well, I don't care what it says, Spencer, Terry is your son."
"Linda, DNA doesn't lie."
"You're accusing me of cheating on you?" she said, standing up. "How dare you! How DARE you!" she repeated.
"Sit down, Linda. At this stage, I have no idea what I'm going to do yet but I want the truth. I want to know who the father is."
"I told you who the father is, if you don't believe me you can go to hell!" With that, she spun on her heels, walked out the door, and drove off. At first, she had no destination in mind but after a couple of minutes, she decided her mom and dad's house would be a safe sanctuary.
As soon as Linda walked in the door, Ellie took one look and knew Spencer had confronted her. The half-hour drive did nothing to quell Linda's anger; she was spitting fire.
"You won't believe what Spencer accused me of," she said before even saying hi. She was too worked up to sit down, so when she noticed some coffee still left in the pot she walked over and poured some for herself. "He thinks I had an affair," she continued. "He went out and got a damn DNA kit that said Terry wasn't his. He'd rather believe some stupid chintzy, rinky-dink test than his own wife."
Her expectations for a sympathetic ear were shattered as she turned around to face her mom and dad. Don was sitting at the kitchen table, unable to look his daughter in the eye, and Ellie was standing next to him with an accusatory look on her face. "Where did the red hair come from, Linda?"
Her daughter's jaw nearly hit the floor. "Mom, you can't be serious? Did you know about this? You knew he was going to blindside me with this and didn't say anything to me?"
"No, I didn't know about the test, but I did know he had concerns and wondered where Terry's red hair came from. Honey, red hair isn't that common, and if I'm not mistaken, for a baby to have red hair, at least one of his parents has to have red hair."
"I don't believe this," Linda sadly stated. "Dad, do you believe I cheated on Spencer?" It was a crushing blow when he didn't answer. "You're my mom and dad," she said in a voice just above a whisper. "You're supposed to know me better than anyone and you really think I'd cheat on my husband?"
"Honey, Spencer loves you. I... I don't think he wants a divorce. I bet he'd be open to counseling, but you have to be honest with him."
Linda set her cup on the counter and faced her parents. "Thanks for all your support, you guys." She heard both her mother and dad calling her name as she walked to her car. Now where, she asked herself. She knew Terry would be well taken care of, so she wasn't interested in going back home and listening to any more accusations.
Almost in a hypnotic state, she pointed her car toward the insurance company where she worked and stopped at a motel a block away. The next day she went to work in the same clothes she wore the day before. If anyone noticed, they didn't say anything. She had a really tough time trying to focus on her work, but no one said anything about that, either. I guess they all figure everyone has a bad day now and then, she thought.
As it got closer and closer to quitting time, she became more apprehensive about going home. She wondered if Spencer would be there waiting for her again with another bombshell. Maybe this time he'd accuse her of shooting Kennedy.
When she walked in, her mother had Terry sitting in his high chair at the kitchen table. His little arms shot out for a hug as soon as he saw his mama, and for an instant, the excited grin on his face gave Linda the feeling that everything would be okay. "Hey there, little man, how's my boy today?" she said while wrapping her arms around his small body.
"Have you talked to Spencer? He was worried about you. When you didn't come home last night, he thought you spent the night at our place."
"No, I haven't talked to him since yesterday," she answered while lifting her son out of his chair and hoisting him in her arms.
"Linda, you can't let this go on. It's only going to get worse. Please, talk to your husband. Be honest with him. Imagine how he must feel."
"How HE must feel?" she almost yelled. "How the hell do you think I feel? No one, not even my own mother and father believe me. Where did he even get that stupid test? Did any of you give the slightest thought to maybe it being wrong? No! You just automatically believe that I'm a liar and a cheat. How do you think that makes ME feel?"
Disgusted with her daughter's resistance to telling the truth, Ellie's head just shook from side to side. "Look at his hair, Linda. No one on our side of the family has ever had red hair. Spencer read about it. It is possible for a baby to be born with red hair even if neither of the parents have it, but both parents must have the gene in their families. It's called a recessive gene. He called his folks and asked if anyone on his side of the family has ever had red hair. The answer was no. Honey, Spencer has been trying to find anything that would squash his suspicions, but the more he learned, the more convinced he became that he is not Terry's father."
"Well, I don't care," Linda stubbornly declared. "Spencer is the only man I've been with since our third date, and nothing you, he, or some stupid test says will change that."
Ellie could see they weren't going to resolve anything, so rather than fight anymore, she decided to go home. Linda thanked her for taking care of Terry but offered no resistance to her mother leaving.



Don was sitting in his chair watching a Cub's game when Ellie walked in. "How'd it go?" he asked.
"Oh, just fine. Terry is a very well-behaved baby."
"I didn't mean that. Did you talk to Linda? I assume she came home."
"Yeah, that part didn't go so well, I'm afraid. She still insists Spencer is the baby's father. I don't know what to think. This isn't like Linda. I'm really concerned about her. I'm wondering if getting caught caused her to have some kind of mental breakdown or something."
Don looked over at his wife with a worried expression. "You really think that's possible?"
"I don't know, but something's not right. Maybe we should mention it to Spencer. Maybe he can get her to see a doctor. Did he say any more when you talked to him on the phone? I'm surprised he didn't call her, but Linda told me she hadn't talked to him at all today."
"No, he just called to check on her. Like I told you earlier, he thought she spent the night here."
"I'm really worried, honey. I think Spencer is looking for an excuse to forgive her, but if she's not honest with him she just might blow it. I mean, how can she deny something that's so obvious and hope to get away with it? I don't understand her thinking."
"Deny, deny, deny," Don responded.
"What?"
"It's from an old movie," he told her. "A woman comes home and finds her husband in bed with another woman. She's flabbergasted and screams the husband's name. As hubby and his lover get out of bed and immediately start getting dressed, he replies, 'What?' The wife yells, 'What do you mean what? You and that woman!' By now, the woman was dressed and leaves while the husband makes the bed. The wife watches while he goes out to the living room, sits in his chair, and starts reading the paper. She follows him out and screams his name again. He looks up at her and again says, 'What?' She looks confused. She goes back to the bedroom where the bed is made and there's no sign of anything wrong. She walks back out to where hubby is sitting and calls his name again, but this time, in a normal tone. Again, he asks, 'What?' She says, 'What do you want for dinner?' The whole theme was, deny, deny, deny. Maybe Linda saw the same movie."
"Don, this is NOT funny," Ellie said, angrily.
"I know it's not funny, but perhaps that's what she's thinking. If she categorically denies it again and again, maybe there's a chance it'll just blow over."
"I can't believe that, Don. She's smarter than that. No, there's something wrong with this whole situation. I just hope the baby doesn't wind up being the victim."
Terry was in the living room, playing in his crib when Spencer came home. Normally, he wouldn't walk past without giving the baby a kiss on the cheek and a hug, but the little guy was thoroughly engrossed with his rattle so Spence just walked past and into the kitchen. Linda was cooking dinner and didn't even acknowledge his presence as he poured himself a cup of fresh coffee and took a seat at the table.
All day long, all he could do was think about his situation. He had decided on two possible scenarios, which one came to fruition depended entirely on Linda, but he had prepared himself for either outcome.
Earlier in the day, he called Glen, a friend who had inherited a mobile home in the area and was intending to fix it up and use it as income property. Spencer worked out a tentative deal so if things went south, he could stay there for as long as he needed and help fix the place up. Now that he had a place to stay, if necessary, Spencer was ready to bring the situation to a head. One way or another, things had to be resolved.
"Linda, you obviously have no idea what this is doing to me. I'm still not sure I can get around it, but I'm prepared to make the effort. I'm willing to try counseling and see if I can come to terms with raising another man's kid, but I have to know who it is.
"If you're worried about me going after him with a gun or something like that, don't be, but I do plan on suing him for child support. If I'm going to raise his son, at the very least, he should have a financial stake in the matter."
Linda said nothing for a minute or two, and when she did finally speak it wasn't what Spencer wanted to hear. "Where did you have that test done?"
"Linda, the test isn't wrong. I checked around and sent it to the same place the Cook County Court system uses for paternity suits. I even had them check it a second time. The test is correct, so can we please put the idea of it being mistaken to rest. It's NOT wrong!" he emphatically reiterated.
"You said I have no idea how this makes you feel, how would you like to be accused of the most horrible crime a married woman can commit, by the husband who claimed to love her?" she asked with tears flowing down her cheek.
"Linda, look at the evidence. How do you explain his red hair? How do you explain the DNA?"
"I don't know how to explain it but I know I haven't cheated on you. There has to be a logical explanation. I swear, I did NOT cheat on you!" she exclaimed.
Spencer was praying she'd come clean and show some remorse, but she showed no sign of either. He felt as if he was dying little by little. "Linda, you leave me no choice, I'm going to move out and file for divorce."
As angry as she was, the D-word came as a blow. She truly didn't think it would come to that. She always thought that somehow, they would work through it. She flopped down in the chair on the opposite side of the table and stared at him with tears running down her cheek. "You're really going to leave me alone with your son?" she asked in a disbelieving tone.
"You leave me no choice," he said, raising his voice. "You must think I'm an idiot." He stood up and pointed into the living room. "Look at him, Linda. He has red hair. His father obviously has red hair; I don't and neither does anyone else in my family. The DNA report proves he's not mine, and yet you sit there and tell me how bad you feel because I don't believe you.
"I don't know what else to do, Linda. I'm not about to just sit back and passively raise another man's kid and pretend he's mine when I know he's not. I don't even know how you can ask me to do such a thing. You know me better than that."
Linda didn't say anything, she just started to cry harder. Normally, Spencer would run over and comfort her with a warm embrace and words of encouragement, but he had no such words nor did he feel like hugging her; instead, he went upstairs and started to pack. He decided he'd spend the night there then pick up the key to his new digs after work the following day.
Dinner that night was a very solemn occasion. Linda finally broke the cold silence hanging in the air. "I can't believe you're walking out on us. I never figured you for that kind of man."
At that moment his anger overrode his breaking heart. "Obviously," he replied. "You evidently thought of me as some kind of patsy who you could cheat on with no remorse, no regrets, and no consequences. Well, you thought wrong."
That night Linda slept on the couch. She had no desire to feel her husband's body next to her own. The next day she spent more time working on a budget and making plans to become a single mother than she did for anything work related.
Spencer called his buddy, Glen, first thing in the morning and finalized the deal for the mobile home. They would meet at the site after work so Glen could show him around, what needed to be done, and give him the key. Spencer had a suitcase full of clothes in the car and planned on stopping at the grocery store on the way over.
Glen was waiting in his car when Spencer drove up. His new landlord climbed out of the car and held up a six-pack. "A house warming gift," he chuckled. "Come on, I'll show you around. The floors are bare at the moment, but I'm having new carpeting put in at the end of the week so it won't be like that for long."
The two friends walked around the single-wide, two-bedroom trailer as Glen explained his plans and what he needed done. The place really was a dump with a twin bed, two chairs, and basic kitchen appliances, but once the repairs and upgrades were all done, it would be a pretty nice place.
A lot of the big stuff Glen already had contracted out. Most of what he needed Spencer to do was maintenance: painting, replacing a couple of faucets, refinishing the kitchen cabinets, and some molding and trim work. The biggest project was in the back bedroom, where a roof leak caused some water damage in two of the interior walls. The wallboard had to be removed and replaced, then taped and painted but it was nothing Spencer couldn't handle.
After the tour, Glen popped the top on two cans of beer and handed one to Spencer. "I have to tell you, man, I was really surprised when I got your call the other day. I don't want to pry, but it's pretty obvious that you and Linda are having some major problems. I hope it's nothing that can't be resolved. Man, you guys just had a baby, for Christ's sake."
Spencer really didn't want his problems broadcasts all over town, so he wasn't about to go into detail. "You're right about us having major problems. I still love her to death, but I don't see us getting around this," he said with sadness.
"I'm sorry to hear that, old buddy."
They talked a little more before Glen left. Spencer had never felt so lonely in his life as he walked over to the fridge for another beer. With tears in his eyes, he looked back at his new living quarters and felt sick to his stomach with grief. The reality of losing his family was starting to sink in and his heart was breaking into pieces. He just couldn't understand why she wouldn't confess and at least say she was sorry.
Linda wasn't doing much better. She was an emotional wreck, with feelings of anger and disappointment jumping back and forth between grief and despair. She felt abandoned by the people who were most important in her life. She felt alone, with no one to turn to for support. Before going to bed that night, she looked at her son as he lay sleeping. "It looks like it's going to be you and me against the world, Terry."
Earlier in the evening, Ellie was considering her role as Terry's babysitter and wanted to discuss it with Don when she got home. "Hi, Honey."
"Hi, Babe, how are things going over there, any progress?"
"No, in fact, Linda says Spencer won't be coming home today. I guess he's moved out. She has to be at work at eight, so she asked if I could come over earlier from now on." She couldn't remember seeing a sadder look on her husband's face.
"Did he say anything this morning before he left?"
"No, not a thing. We don't have time to talk in the morning. He doesn't start until nine, but he has to leave pretty quickly after I get there. I guess he didn't want to start a conversation until he had more time."
"Damn," he said. "I was really hoping it wouldn't get this far. Is Linda still sticking to her guns about not cheating?"
"I guess so. She didn't say anything to me." She looked over at Don. "I'm wondering if I should quit watching Terry."
He looked at his wife in shock. "Why?"
"Well, I kind of feel like I'm enabling her. Maybe if she has to get up early to take Terry to daycare and has to pay for it, she'll decide it's not worth lying anymore. I don't want to make things easier for her. She has to wake up and see what she's doing to her family, to all of us."
"Ellie," he said with a little anger in his voice, "she's still our daughter and needs our help. We are NOT going to turn our backs on her. If going over there that early is too much on you, I'll do it. I think I still remember how to change a diaper."
She didn't have to think about it. She knew her husband was right. No matter what happened, Linda was their daughter.
Nothing much changed over the next three weeks. Spencer did call his in-laws and inform them he had moved out. He explained his situation and told them he would be filing for a divorce, although he hadn't mustered the courage to actually go to an attorney yet. Ellie showed up every day at the house to take care of Terry, and Linda went to work and tried to concentrate on her job as much as possible. She'd had no contact with Spencer since he had walked out, and awoke each morning wondering if that was the day she'd get served with divorce papers. The day things started turning around was the day Linda's boss, Mr. O'Connor, called her into his office.
"Mr. O'Connor, you wanted to see me?"
"Yeah, come on in, Linda, have a seat."
She was trembling from nerves as she sat down opposite his desk. She had been trying her best to do her job, but sometimes she just couldn't keep her anxieties buried inside and had to go somewhere private for a good cry. She knew her work wasn't up to her usual standards and prayed she wasn't getting fired. She had no idea what she'd do if she lost her job on top of everything else.
"Linda, I'm worried about you, so are your co-workers. I haven't seen you smile in the last couple of months. A few of the other women told me they sometimes hear you crying in the ladies' room. I'm concerned you're suffering from postpartum depression. Our insurance covers mental health issues, as well as physical problems."
Try as she did, she just couldn't hold the tears back as she shook her head. "It's not that, Mr. O'Connor."
He offered her a tissue to wipe her eyes. "Then what is it, Linda? Please, I don't mean to pry, but something is obviously very wrong. I've never seen you like this. Maybe I can help."
Mr. O'Connor listened for more than forty-five minutes while she broke down and told him everything, between sobs. She put her head in her hands and cried even harder when she got to the part about Spencer moving out. She was embarrassed telling him all her problems, but at the same time, it felt good to get it off her chest. She needed to let it out.
"I... I know it doesn't make any sense, but I swear to you, I have never ever cheated on Spencer. I... I know how it looks, but that's the God's truth, Mr. O'Connor. I... I just wish I could get someone to believe me," she sobbed some more.
"I believe you, Linda."
She stopped crying long enough to look up at her boss. "You do?"
"Of course I do, and I'm disappointed in your parents and your husband. I can't imagine how you feel. I'd like to give them a piece of my mind, but I think it's more important we figure this out. If the DNA report is correct, and I assume it is, and you've never cheated on Spencer, then there must be another explanation, something no one has looked at yet."
"I know. I keep thinking there has to be some kind of logical explanation but what?"
He thought for just a second. "Have you had a DNA test done?"
"Me? No. He came from my womb, Mr. O'Connor, what good would a DNA test do?"
"Linda, every investigation starts with the process of elimination. The first thing we need to establish is that the baby you gave birth to and the baby you have at home are one and the same. Don't worry about the cost, I'll pay for it out of my pocket. Where did Spencer get his test done?"
"Ah, I don't know. He said he went to the place where the courts get them done for paternity suits."
"Okay, I'll find out where that is and order the test for you. Don't worry, Linda, we're going to get to the bottom of this."
She wasn't sure she believed him, but it felt so good to have someone who actually believed her that she had a small smile on her face as she left his office. It was still there when she got home that night.
When Ellie saw it, she was a little irked; she saw no reason for her daughter to be smiling. "You look like you're in a good mood."
"Yeah, well, unlike my family, I found someone who believes me about not cheating on my husband."
"Do they know about the baby's red hair? Do they know about the DNA test?" she asked.
"Yes, they do, and they still believe me," she answered.
A few days later, she was called into Mr. O'Connor's office again. She wasn't as nervous this time when he told her to take a seat. "Linda, here's the DNA test. I'm sure it's from the same lab that Spencer used. They're not hard to do, but you have to follow the instructions exactly. After you've taken samples from you and the baby, bring it back to me and I'll take it from there."
She still thought the DNA test was a waste of time, but she followed the instructions and gave it back to her boss the next day. He told her it might take a while; the lab gave him a lead time of seven to ten working days. It was only eight working days later when Linda received a large envelope addressed to her, in care of the insurance agency. Since she had the test done at the insistence of her boss, she brought it to him to open.
"Linda, I've been giving this a lot of thought ever since you told me about your situation. Would you mind if we opened this later this afternoon in front of a couple other people?"
"Other people, who?"
"Well, if this says what I think it's going to say, you're going to need some support. I'd like to have the company nurse here and an attorney I've been talking to."
That caught her attention. Suddenly she was getting nervous again. "Attorney? Am I in trouble?"
"No, no, no, no," he quickly replied, "but someone else might be."
She stood there not knowing what to do. It was all starting to sound very scary. She was stalling, trying to figure out what was going on. Her boss had always seemed like a nice man. She couldn't imagine him setting some kind of trap for her. She decided to trust him. "Okay, Mr. O'Connor. What time do you want me back here?"
"I'll let you know, Linda... and, Linda, don't be scared, you haven't done anything wrong."
He made a call to the lawyer as soon as she left and made arrangements for an afternoon meeting in his office at two o'clock, then he called Linda's desk to give her the time. When she walked into his office promptly at two, all three of them were waiting for her.
"Linda, this is Wyatt Asher, he's the attorney I told you about and I think you know Charlotte, our nurse." Linda shook hands with the lawyer and nodded to Charlotte, who she did know. "Have a seat, Linda. Now that we're all here, let's open this thing. Linda, do you want to do it, or should I?"
"You can do it, Mr. O'Connor, I'd have no idea what I was looking at, anyway."
He tore the envelope open and read the results then looked at the attorney and gave a small, almost imperceptible nod of his head. As soon as he did that, the nurse put a comforting arm around Linda's shoulder.
"What?" she anxiously asked. Something was wrong and she was getting scared again. "What is it?"
"Linda, when you told me about your situation, I thought of a few possibilities, all of which were highly unlikely: an anomaly in the gene pool, a flawed DNA test, some kind of medical condition no one knew about, but what seemed most likely to me was a mix-up."
"A mix-up? What do you mean?"
"It's very rare, but it does happen. Somehow the hospital mixed your baby up with someone else's. Terry is not you baby."
Linda just sat there in shock. She didn't even feel the nurse gently rubbing her back. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She couldn't get her brain working properly. "That's... that can't be, Mr. O'Connor. No—I don't believe that. I... I'd know if he wasn't mine. A mother knows, she just knows."
"There's no other explanation, Linda. This test shows you're not the mother."
She had never experienced anything like the intense pain and shock that invaded her body from head to toe, not even when Spencer left her. She started to shake all over. Mr. O'Connor looked at the nurse for help, but she was already wrapping Linda up in her arms.
None of the three witnesses in that room had ever heard such a mournful cry as Linda burst into tears. Her entire body turned to jelly. If it hadn't been for the nurse's strong embrace, she would have fallen off the chair. Her brain ceased to function; she was running on one-hundred percent emotional trauma.



The nurse looked up at the boss, "Dick, she's going into shock; I've got to get her home."
"I'll give you a hand," he replied. He looked at the attorney. "Sorry, Wyatt, I know you have a ton of questions for her but they'll have to wait."
"Yeah, no problem, Dick. Let me know though as soon as I can talk to her. I'll need that DNA test to confront the hospital and force them to investigate and find whoever has her baby, but I can't do any of that until I'm officially engaged as her attorney."
"I'll let you know as soon as she's ready to talk," O'Connor responded. He hit the intercom button for his secretary. "Louise, get me Linda's home address and write it down for me. I'm going to take her home." He looked over to Charlotte who still had Linda cradled in her arms. "We'll go in my car. I'll drive so you can keep comforting her." They grabbed the address on the way out, and with the help of his car's GPS, had her home in no time.
Ellie had just put the baby to bed for his nap when Dick O'Connor and Charlotte came in, supporting Linda on both sides. She put her hand to her mouth as she burst out in fear, "Oh my God, what happened? Is she hurt?"
"Where's her bedroom?" grumbled O'Connor.
"Upstairs, on the left."
Her boss and the nurse continued to support Linda as they helped her to her room. After getting her in bed, O'Connor asked the nurse if there was anything else he could do.
"Yeah, can you run to the nearest drug store and get some Benadryl for me?"
He was a little confused. "Benadryl, isn't that for allergies?"
"Yes, but it's also a mild sedative. It'll help calm her down."
"Okay, on my way," he answered. As he turned around a worried looking Ellie was standing in the doorway.
"What's wrong with her? Is she going to be all right?"
"Are you her mother?" Ellie nodded without taking her eyes off of her daughter. "Why don't you come with me? You can show me to the nearest pharmacy."
"I... I can't leave the baby."
"Charlotte is a registered nurse. She can look after him until we get back," he countered. Linda's boss used the trip to the drug store to explain why her daughter was in shock, and he didn't pull any punches. "Terry is not Linda's baby," he told her flat out.
"What? What do you mean?"
"I mean her baby was switched with someone else's in the hospital. That's why her asshole husband's DNA didn't match."
"Hey," she said in a raised voice, "Spencer is not an asshole. How do you know the babies were switched?"
"I had Linda take a DNA test. It showed the baby wasn't hers."
"Well, how was Spencer supposed to know?"
"The point is, he didn't care enough to find out; none of you did. From what I understand, not one of you believed her when she said she'd never cheated, not one member of her family. If I were her, when this is all over, I'd tell every one of you to go to hell."
As they pulled into the parking lot, he looked over at Ellie who was dabbing her teary eyes with a tissue from her purse. "Coming in?" he curtly asked. She just shook her head. Except for Ellie's weeping, the ride back was made in silence.
By the time they got back, Charlotte had her patient undressed and in bed. She gave her a dose of Benadryl then left her to rest while they went downstairs. "She shouldn't be left alone tonight," Charlotte told Ellie. "Can you stay, if not, I will."
"No, no, I'll stay with her," Ellie eagerly responded. "I'll call my husband and have him come over, too. I... I feel so bad; we should have believed her."
"If you had, you might have been able to catch this a lot earlier. She's had almost a year to bond with the child, now only to find out he's not hers. I can't even imagine the emotional trauma she's going through. It's got to be almost like losing a child." O'Connor made no attempt to hide his anger.
Again, Ellie was going to try and defend the three of them. "Mr. O'Connor, no one even thought about something like this happening."
"Of course not, you all just immediately decided she was lying and never even tried to explore other alternatives. Don't try to make excuses to me, I'm not buying it." He turned to his nurse. "Come on, Charlotte, let's get out of here before I say something nasty."
Ellie jumped on the phone as soon as they left. "Don, I need you to pack an overnight bag for the two of us and come over here to spend the night."
"What, why, what's going on?"
"I'll tell you when you get here."
Ellie wasted no time explaining what she knew when Don walked in. She made a pot of coffee as they quietly talked in the kitchen. Don was full of questions that Ellie didn't think to ask. "So, what happens now? Does she have a lawyer? I assume they're going to try and find her real baby. What if they don't find him; will she still have to give Terry up?"
"Honey, I don't know. That Mr. O'Connor was very mean to me and I didn't even think to ask all that."
"Why was he mean to you?"
"Because we didn't take Linda at her word when she said she didn't cheat. He figures we should have believed her and we should have been the ones to find the truth, not him."
Don sighed, "He's right, we should have believed her. You think she'll ever forgive us?"
"I don't know, honey. I think she blames Spencer more than us. He thought of the DNA test to see if he was the father but never thought to have Linda take one, as well."
"Have you called Spencer yet, does he know?"
"Not yet, he'll still be at work. I thought I'd wait until we talked to Linda. She might want to tell him herself."
"Yeah, good idea."
Linda never did wake up that night. They debated whether or not to wake her for dinner but decided she probably needed the rest. By the time she awoke the next morning, Terry was playing in his crib as she stumbled by on the way to the kitchen. Both of her parents were sitting at the table with a cup of coffee. She looked at her dad on the way to the counter to pour one for herself. "What are you doing here?"
"Good morning, honey. I came over yesterday in case you needed me. I heard what happened. Your mom and I are so very sorry, Pumpkin." He hadn't called her pumpkin in years.
"In case I needed you," she sarcastically chuckled. "A little late for that, don't you think?"
They were both feeling very sheepish and let her comment slide. Ellie contributed to the conversation. "Honey, as soon as you're up to it, you should call Spencer."
"Why?"
"Well, to tell him what's going on, of course. He needs to know. I'm sure once he knows the truth, he'll pack his bags and be back here before you know it."
"What makes you think I want him back?"
"Oh, Linda, please, don't be like that. Yes, we made a terrible mistake, but we all love you."
She didn't even acknowledge her mother's statement. Instead, she took her coffee and went back upstairs to her room without another word. She took a shower before calling into work. She was already more than two hours late.
When her boss heard she was on the phone, he picked up immediately. "Good morning, Linda, how do you feel?"
"Like I've been run over by a bus," she replied with a small chuckle. "Thank you for getting me home, Mr. O'Connor. Please tell Charlotte I said thank you, as well."
"I will, Linda. Are you able to think a little more clearly, now?"
"Yeah, but I, ah, I don't know what to do. Terry has been my son for almost a year. Maybe... maybe we should just let it go. I mean, whoever has my son probably..." She stopped in mid-sentence when she heard what she was saying. "No, I... I can't do that. I have to have my own son."
"Yes, you do, Linda. There are other considerations to take into account, too. Your family's medical history, your husband's as well. I know this is going to be extremely difficult for you, but you're lucky we discovered it when we did. A while back I read about a case similar to yours, but they didn't learn of the mix-up for four years. Imagine how traumatized a couple of four years olds would be to lose the only parents they knew.
"Terry and your son are young enough that it won't be a major disruption in their lives. I suspect it'll take a week or two for them to get used to new surroundings and bond with their new parents, but it won't take long."
"I know you're right, Mr. O'Connor, but it's going to be so hard to hand Terry off to someone else."
"I've had three kids, Linda; I can't even imagine how hard that's going to be on you, but it has to be done."
"I know," Linda replied, trying not to break down again. "So, what do we do now?"
"Are you going to be well enough to talk to that lawyer I had here yesterday?"
"Yeah, yesterday was just such a shock I couldn't process it. I guess I just shut down. I'm much better today, but Mr. O'Connor, I can't afford an attorney, and I can't let you pay for anymore. I don't know what that test costs, but I'm sure it wasn't cheap."
"Linda, Wyatt's a good man. He does all of our corporate legal work. I talked him into taking your case on a contingency basis."
"You mean he wants to sue the hospital?"
"Of course."
"Oh, Mr. O'Connor, I can't sue them, they were so nice. They even gave us a steak dinner with Champagne when we left."
"Linda, they may have been very nice but they were also negligent. They screwed up—big time. Their carelessness has caused you, your husband, and even your parents a lot of grief and emotional suffering, and it's not over yet. They have to be held accountable so they're more careful in the future; otherwise, other couples might wind up going through the same thing you're going through now.
"They also need some incentive to find your son as quickly as possible. The longer this goes on, the worse it'll be for everyone.
"Look, Linda, because we discovered this as quickly as we did, Wyatt doesn't think they'll settle for more than two or three hundred grand and he's going to take forty percent, but whatever you get can be put into an education trust fund for your son."
She thought about that for a moment. "Wow, it would be nice to have his college education paid for."
"Yup, and in the meantime the money will sit there gaining interest so when he's ready, there should be more than enough to pay for his education with some leftover that he can use to get off to a good start in life."
"Okay, I'll do it."
"Good, now, what about driving? Do you think you can keep focused on the road or should I get someone to drive you around today?"
"You know what, my dad is here. I'll let him drive me around. I'll have him drop me off at my car later so I can drive it home."
"Okay, that sounds like a good idea. Now, I also looked into getting you some therapy to help you deal with all of this. I checked with our insurance, and it's completely covered, so I got a recommendation for a psychotherapist."
Mr. O'Connor gave Linda both numbers. She thanked him profusely before disconnecting, then called and got an appointment with the attorney for later in the day. She decided to wait a while before calling the therapist.
Linda sat on the edge of the bed and took a deep breath. She had nothing to do for the next four hours but sit and contemplate what it was going to be like to hand little Terry over to strangers. Will he cry, she wondered? That question led to more. What are the other parents like? Are they taking good care of her son? Will they be willing to give him up? Should she keep the name they gave him, or change his name to Terrance? Of course, she realized, that's the name on his birth certificate, it'll have to be his name.
"What are you thinking about?"
Her mother's voice startled her. She hadn't seen her standing in the doorway. "Nothing," she answered.
"Will you come downstairs and eat something? You haven't had anything to eat since lunch, yesterday, you must be starving."
"Yeah, okay, I'll be down in a minute," she answered. This time she couldn't just walk past Terry's crib. She stopped, bent down, and picked him up in her arms. Tears flooded her eyes as she put their cheeks together and just rocked him back and forth in her arms before kissing him. "I love you, little man. I love you so much. Handing you over to someone else is going to be the hardest thing I've ever had to do in my life," she wept before putting him back down.
Her parents witnessed the scene from the kitchen. It was going to be hard on them, as well, but their hearts went out to their daughter.
She asked her dad if he could drive her around, and of course, he was more than willing. Both he and Ellie knew they had a lot to make up for and fully committed to supporting their daughter, no matter what from then on.
At two o'clock, she was escorted into Wyatt Asher's office and offered coffee while her father stayed in the waiting room. The attorney showed genuine compassion for his client and asked how she was doing before getting down to why she was there. Linda's first question was how long before they'll make the switch?
"That's a hard question to answer, I'm afraid. It could be a couple of weeks or it could be a year or more. There are a lot of factors involved."
"A year?" she gasped.
"I doubt it'll take that long, but there is a possibility. The first thing I have to do is contact the hospital's administration. Even faced with the irrefutable proof of the test, they'll of course deny it, then refer it to their legal department. They will verify the test and be forced to launch an investigation. How long that takes depends on a lot of things: how many babies were born on the same day as yours, their ethnicity, where were they from. Were they from around here or were some from out of state? Once they get it whittled down to the most likely possibilities, they'll have to contact the parents and ask them to voluntarily submit their baby to a DNA test. If they refuse, the hospital will have to get a court order. Once they've found the couple that has your son, what will be their attitude? Will they hire a lawyer? Will they willingly make the exchange, or will it take a court order?"
"Now, where does the relationship with your husband stand? Have you told him yet?"
"No, I know I'll have to tell him sooner or later, but for right now, he can just piss up a rope for all I care," she angrily stated.
"I understand, believe me. Has he filed for divorce yet?"
"Not as far as I know, but he said that's what he was going to do."
"If he hasn't filed by now, I doubt that he will under the circumstances. What about you? Do you see room for reconciliation?"
"I honestly don't know. Before this, he was always such a good husband, kind, thoughtful, loving... then..." She didn't finish her thought. Instead, she reached into her purse and pulled out a tissue to dry her eyes.
"Linda, in his defense, sometimes we're just too close to a situation to see all the possibilities or make smart choices. Our emotions take over our brains. Your husband, what's his name, Spencer?"
Linda nodded.
"Try to put yourself in his place, try to imagine the hurt and pain he felt when he thought you cheated on him. You know yourself what a shock to the system can do to a person's thinking.
"I can't tell you what to do, but I think at the very least, you need to tell him what's happening. He has a right, a legal right, to be involved."
They finished the meeting with her signing an agreement to have him represent her. From there, her dad drove her to the insurance company to pick up her car. She stopped in and thanked her boss again and told him where everything stood. She volunteered to go back to work the next day, but he told her to take the rest of the week off, which meant she had the next four days to herself. When she got home, her mother was setting the table for dinner.
"Well, the lawyer says I have a legal obligation to inform Spencer of what's going on, so dad, can you call him on your phone and ask him to come over tonight. I don't think he'd answer if I call him."
"Oh, honey, I doubt that," her mother commented.
Linda just sighed in exasperation. "Can you just call him, please?"
"Yes, of course, honey," her dad answered.
"Don't tell him what it's about yet. He can find that out when he gets here." The anticipation of dealing with Spencer had Linda on edge. Just thinking about it brought her anger to the surface again. Her parents hadn't noticed, but she locked the front door before sitting down to eat. She was going to make sure he had to ring the bell and be let in.
Don's call was worrisome. Spencer had no contact with Linda since walking out and asked immediately if she or the baby had been hurt. Don assured him everyone was fine. He told Spencer that he and Ellie were at his house and they had some news, but he didn't want to discuss it over the phone.
In response, he asked Don the first question that came to mind. "Did she tell you who the father is?"
"Spencer, please, just come over after supper, about seven-thirty or eight would be great, please, this is very important."
"All right, I'll be there," he said before hanging up. He still hadn't filed for divorce. He wasn't sure why. He surmised he must be waiting for a miracle, one that would somehow make everything right so he wouldn't have to file, then he scoffed at the possibilities. No, he just needed time to get used to the idea of spending the rest of his life without Linda.
When he approached the front door later that night, he was about to just walk in like he was used to doing, but stopped and rung the bell instead. His mother-in-law let him and offered him a cup of coffee. When he saw everyone sitting around the living room, he figured he was in for an intervention. Everyone was obviously going to gang up on him and try to persuade him to move back in and accept another man's baby as his own. They were going to be disappointed, he thought to himself.
He assumed Linda would start but she just sat there with a scowl on her face while her dad opened the proceedings. "Spencer, we have some shocking news, Terry is not your baby, the..."
"That's your shocking news?" Spencer interrupted, "I..."
"Spencer, please, shut up a minute and let me finish." It was Don's turn to interrupt. "He's not Linda's baby either. The hospital made a mistake and switched babies with someone else."
The entire room was silent for a few moments while everyone waited for it to sink in. Spencer looked around at everyone who was staring back at him. "Come on..." he said bouncing his stare from one person to another, "hospitals don't make mistakes like that. How do you know?"
Don continued, "The same way you knew he wasn't yours: she took a DNA test. It showed she had nothing in common with the baby."
A sudden wave of guilt hit him like a sledgehammer as he looked into the angry face of his beautiful wife. "I'm so sorry," he sadly told her. "I... I don't know what to say. I never even thought of something like this. All I could think of was that you must have cheated on me. Linda, I am so very, very sorry. I should have believed you."
She didn't answer him. She hadn't spoken a word to him since he walked in, and she had yet to break her silence. She just shot flaming arrows at him from her eyes.
He felt about two feet tall. He was receiving her message loud and clear. She was extremely pissed at him and he didn't blame her, but questions started penetrating through the fog of his brain. He looked over at Don again. "So, what do we do?"
"What do WE do?" Linda barked. The tone of her voice literally startled him. "I thought you extricated yourself from the situation. You're divorcing me, remember?"
"Honey, I'm sorry, I really am. I never gave anything like this a thought. I'm obviously not going to follow through with the divorce."
"Oh, so you're going to leave THAT up me, too," she snidely remarked.
"What, no, what do you mean?"



"I mean you hurt me, Spencer. You hurt me more than anyone has ever hurt me before. I would have thought that you'd know me better than to accuse me of cheating on you. I don't know if I can forgive you. I might just want to go through with the divorce; but don't worry, at least you'll know you're paying child support for your own child and not another man's."
Spencer never cried the whole time he thought Linda had cheated on him, his anger wouldn't allow it, but hearing her words, knowing how deeply he hurt the woman he loved, and facing the possibility of losing her because of it was worse than thinking she cheated. He felt the moisture welling up in his eyes but couldn't stop it. Tears breached his lower lids and trickled down his cheeks.
"God, Linda, I... I'm so sorry. Please, I know I screwed up, but you can't mean that?"
Her heart wasn't made of stone, but had her love crossed that fine line into hate? There were times when she thought it had, but no, not really; still... the wounds left behind in the wake of his accusations were deep and would take a long time to heal. She wasn't about to simply forgive and forget. She straightened her back and wasn't about to show sympathy, at least not yet. She ignored his question.
"I'm going to sue the hospital. I've hired a lawyer. He's going to confront them with my DNA test and force them to find our real son. He said it could take a while, anywhere from a couple of weeks to a year, maybe even longer. He also said you have a legal right to know what's going on, so I asked Dad to call you and now you know." She started to stand and presumably go upstairs.
Spencer quickly called out to stop her. "Linda, wait, please, I don't want to lose you."
"Lose me?" she repeated incredulously. "Just a little while ago you were ready to throw me away."
Don stood and prompted his wife. "Ellie, let's leave these two alone for a little while," he said while holding out his hand. She took it and followed her husband into the kitchen.
As they left the room, Spencer continued to make his case. "Linda, I don't blame you at all for being angry. I know there's nothing I can do or say to make it up to you, but I never did file for divorce. You want to know why? Because I love you with all my heart and I couldn't imagine my life without you."
"Oh, really? You could have fooled me when you packed your bag and left. I stood right there in front of the window crying my eyes out as you got in your car and drove away."
"I was hurting, Linda. I thought..."
"Yes, I know," she interrupted. "You thought I cheated on you. You thought I was trying to trick you into raising my lover's baby. You never once told yourself, she wouldn't do that. I know her better than that, she would never do such a thing. There must be another explanation." She was getting emotional and now both had tears streaking down their cheeks.
"You should go, Spencer. I'll call you if there're any new developments," she said, flatly, then left him sitting there as she stood and went upstairs.
His in-laws heard their daughter ascend the stairs and exited from the kitchen. Spencer looked up into their faces. "What am I going to do? How do I get her to forgive me?"
"I know she still loves you," Don said, "but right now she's terribly angry with all of us, Ellie and me included. It's going to take time, Spence. I think all any of us can do is show her how sorry we are and be there for her if she needs us."
When Don spoke those words, he had no idea how much his daughter really did need them. Her anger gave her the appearance of a strong, independent woman, but she was anything but. At that moment she was sitting on the edge of her bed with the bedroom door closed, feeling like she was totally going to lose it.
She had felt so abandoned by her family, who even now when they knew the truth and were desperately trying to make it up to her, those feelings of abandonment were still there. She just felt so alone.
After a few minutes, she heard the front door and assumed Spencer had left. A couple of moments later there was a light knocking on her door. "Honey," her mother almost whispered, "Spencer wanted me to tell you he loves you and if there is anything you need, to just call him. I'm sure you know that goes for all of us, honey." She waited for a few seconds, but there was no response from the other side of the door. "Honey, are you okay? Please, answer me."
"Yeah, I'm fine," was the short retort.
"Linda, your father and I are going to spend the night again if that's all right."
"Suit yourself," she replied. She heard her mother walk away from the door and stretched out on the bed. She folded her hands across her stomach and looked up at the ceiling in thought.
She was feeling guilty over the way she had just talked to her mother. She knew they felt bad and were trying to show her how sorry they were, but it was hard to let go of the anger and disappointment. She made up her mind to try and be nicer, at least to her parents, Spencer was a different story. It was his allegations that hurt the worst.
The following Monday, while Linda was sitting down at her work desk for the first time in several days, her attorney, Wyatt Asher, was being escorted into a conference room on the main floor of the local hospital. He was introduced to Erickson Temple, the hospital's CEO, two other members of the administrative staff, two doctors, Ms. Burke, the head nurse who was in charge of the pediatric wing, and George Crowl, the head of their legal department. He was shown a seat opposite his adversaries and smiled confidently as he sat down.
The hospital's head honcho spoke first with an authoritative tone. "All right, Mr. Asher, what's this nonsense all about?"
Without saying a word, Asher reached into his briefcase, pulled out the DNA report, and slid it in front of Temple.
"What's this?" he asked as he took a quick look at the document.
"It's the DNA report showing the infant you sent home with my client belongs to someone else," Asher replied.
"Can I see that?" The hospital's attorney reached across one of the doctors to get the report. He recognized the clinic's name immediately and gave up any hope of disproving it. "This is your client, Mr. Asher? Mrs. Linda Anderson?"
"That's correct."
"Mr. Asher, may I inquire as to why this report was even generated? What prompted Mrs. Anderson to get a DNA test done in the first place?"
"My client has black hair; her husband's is dark brown. For the first few months the baby's hair was so light it was hard to determine the color, but as soon as it started to grow in it became clear that the baby had flaming red hair. The husband became suspicious and did some investigating to see if anyone, either in his family or hers, ever had red hair; the answer was no. So, without telling his wife, he had a DNA test done. When he discovered he was not the baby's father, he accused his wife of infidelity and moved out of the house."
"Shit," grumbled one of the administrators.
"Exactly," Wyatt confirmed before turning his attention back to the other lawyer. "At the suggestion of her boss, my client had her own DNA test done, the results, which you have in your hand, clearly show she is not the baby's mother.
"Now," he continued, "we need the hospital to launch an immediate search for my client's legitimate offspring. Please, keep in mind, damages for my client's psychological and emotional distress will depend on how long it takes you to find her baby. The longer it takes, the higher up the dollar amount goes."
As he was finishing his presentation, Wyatt, along with several others, noticed the nurse, rather kinetically, whispering in the ear of one of the doctors. They all watched as the physician stood and walked behind Mr. Crowl, bent down, and whispered in his ear. The attorney looked over at Wyatt.
"Mr. Asher, could I ask for a brief recess?"
"Well, Mr. Crowl, we're finished here as far as I'm concerned. Now it's up to you to find my client's baby as fast as possible."
"Mr. Asher, we'd appreciate it if you could stick around for a little longer," Crowl responded.
"For how long?"
"Half an hour, at the most."
Asher had no idea what was going on. To him, it appeared they had something up their sleeve. He couldn't possibly imagine what it could be, but in the interest of his client, he felt obligated to stay. "Okay, I'll be in the cafeteria. Page me when you're ready."
Wyatt was just finishing his blueberry pie and coffee when he heard the request for his return over the intercom. Everyone was seated in the same chairs, waiting for him as he walked in. He had just taken his seat when the opposing counsel addressed him.
"Mr. Asher, I don't believe a search for your client's child will be necessary."
Wyatt immediately got his back up. Once they saw the DNA report, he wasn't expecting them to deny their mistake. "And why is that?" he snapped back.
"Because we believe we know who has your client's child," Crowl answered.
That was such a shock Wyatt almost lost his professional demeanor as he questioned, "You do?"
"Yes, Nurse Burke is familiar with the family. I won't reveal their names until we've had a chance to contact them, but the male head of household is of Irish descent and has red hair. The hospital has delivered four babies for them over the years, two of whom also have red hair; although, I guess we can make that three, now.
"Nurse Burke remembered the last delivery was about a year ago. We just checked our records, and the two babies were born within minutes of each other. Nurse Burke believes the mistake was made when the babies were bathed and had their first check-up."
Regaining his professionalism, Wyatt responded, "How long before we can expect confirmation?"
"You understand we can't just make a phone call here. We'll have to set up a meeting between the family and representatives from the hospital, as well as a grief counselor. Give us two weeks."
Wyatt knew the routine. They'd first come up with two different dollar amounts, a high and a low, to offer the other family as a settlement. If they took the money, they'd have to sign an agreement saying no future legal action would be taken against the hospital, in addition to a non-disclosure agreement.
They'd also have to sit down with a good social worker to strategize the best way to approach the family, then, of course, they'd have to have another DNA test done to confirm the baby was Linda's. Wyatt thought the two weeks were reasonable and told them to contact him if there was to be any delay.
As soon as Wyatt was back in his car, he called Linda's cell. When she didn't answer, he left a message saying he needed to see her and Spencer in his office as soon as possible. When Linda listened to the message, her anxiety level increased immediately. She still had anger issues with Spencer and wasn't looking forward to having him there, but she also knew he deserved to be involved. When she called him, he told her to just let him know where and when and he'd be there. A couple of calls later, they had the meeting set for three o'clock the following day.
Wyatt was please when he saw the two walk in together. Things were always much simpler when he could deal with a couple as a pair, instead of individuals. He told them about his meeting in the hospital. Wyatt watched them both as he told them about the nurse's revelation. Linda's reaction was instantaneous.
"What? Are...are you kidding me? They already know?" Tears streamed down her cheeks. She needed more time. She thought she would have more time to come to terms with giving up the only son she knew. "H... how long... how long before I have to hand him over?" she bawled.
Wyatt's heart went out to her, as did Spencer's. "The hospital asked for a couple of weeks, but again, a lot depends on the other couple, as well. They might want to get their own DNA test. They might also want to get a lawyer."
Linda took a tissue from her purse and wiped her eyes. Spencer wanted to put his arms around her for comfort but was afraid of being rejected. It was at that moment Wyatt decided to up the ante on the settlement talks.
It was a little after four when they left the lawyer's office. Linda's eyes were still clouded with tears. Spencer was concerned about her getting behind the wheel of a car.
"Linda, there's a little coffee shop around the corner. I saw it when I was pulling in. Let me buy you a cup. I really don't think you should drive home yet."
She thought about it, then accepted his invitation. They found a little table in the corner and ordered. Spencer started the conversation. "How are you doing?"
She forced a chuckle in response. "Ha, that's a stupid question, Spencer. How do you think I'm doing? First, my own parents and loving husband accuse me of being a whore, and now I have to give up my son. Hell," she said sarcastically, "I'm doing just great."
"Linda, he's not our son."
"He is to me," she snapped.
"I know," he acknowledged sympathetically. He didn't know what else to say. His eyes lowered as he stared into the blackness of Colombia's best. He tried to think of something to say or do that would be consoling or reassuring in some way but was at a complete loss.
They sat in silence for a few more minutes, both lost in their own thoughts while sipping their coffee. Finally, Spenser stirred. "Your attorney seems to know what he's doing. Where did you find him?"
"Mr. O'Connor recommended him. He handles legal matters for the agency," Linda replied. "He also gave me the number of a therapist."
"You're seeing a therapist?"
"No, I haven't called her yet, but I'm thinking about it. I'm really having a hard time with the thought of handing Terry over to complete strangers."
"Honey, they're not strangers, they're his parents. Look, it sounds like they live here in town somewhere. Maybe they don't have to stay strangers. I'm sure they're nice people. Wouldn't it be nice if we could become friends? That way we'd all be able to see the babies from time to time."
"Yeah, that would be nice, but we have no idea what kind of people they are, or if they'd be interested in being friends. It would be nice, but I'm not going to get my hopes up."
Spencer thought he saw an opportunity. "Ah, listen, maybe I could go to the therapist with you when you go."
"She's not a couples therapist, Spencer, she's a grief counselor."
"Oh, okay, If, ah, if I can arrange it, would you go with me to a couples therapist? I miss you, honey. I was a fool to think you'd ever cheat on me, and I will go to my grave regretting the things I said. I know your parents have stepped up, but it should be me by your side through all this, not them."
There was a desperation in his voice that was hard to miss. "I'll think about it, but don't push me, Spencer. Right now, I just feel like I've got enough to deal with," she said as she took her last sip of coffee. She reached for her purse. "I have to go. I can still beat the traffic home."
"Are you okay to drive?"
"I'm fine," she responded, and with that she left and walked back to her car, leaving Spencer to pay for the coffee. By the time he reached the parking lot, she was gone.
Over the next two weeks, Linda was not deprived of support. Everyone, including Mr. O'Connor and her co-workers, tried to help her come to terms with the inevitable. At times she thought she was better at handling the stress, then would suddenly burst into a crying fit that she couldn't stop.
A full two weeks had passed before Wyatt heard back from the hospital. He was called in for another meeting. There were fewer people in the room than last time, just Mr. Temple, the hospital's CEO, George Crowl, the lawyer from the last meeting, and an associate of his. As soon as Wyatt sat down, Crowl took the floor.
"Mr. Asher, we've established the identity of your client's child. As you might imagine, the family who has been caring for him under the assumption he was their own are grieving the same as your client. In the interest of both families, we've discussed the best way to make the exchange.
"Once a schedule has been established, the children will be dropped off separately, here at the hospital. Each couple will then come in at different intervals to take their rightful child home. We are also prepared to offer your client one hundred thousand dollars for their pain and suffering."
Wyatt was a little confused. "What do you mean, 'dropped off separately?' In other words, you don't want the parents to meet?"
"Exactly," Crowl replied. "We don't believe it would be in their best interest to meet each other."
"You mean it wouldn't be in YOUR best interest to have them meet."
"Mr. Asher, we talked with the other couple and they've expressed no interest in meeting your client."
"Well, my client, Mrs. Anderson, has expressed a strong need to meet the other couple at the time of the exchange. She feels it is absolutely necessary to have closure."
"Mr. Asher, you'll just have to inform your client that won't be possible."
Wyatt was getting angry. "Give me the other couple's contact information. I'll call them and see if they'll agree to the exchange in person."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Asher, that won't be possible either."
There was a brief moment of tense silence in the room before Wyatt rose from his chair and spoke clearly, precisely, and angrily. "We will see you in court gentlemen. I will advise my client to sue in the amount of two million dollars, and I will petition the court to make the exchange in a judge's chambers with all interested parties present. I will also be issuing a press release. Good day, gentlemen."
"Hold on, Mr. Asher, just calm down." Mr. Temple spoke for the first time. From the tone in his voice, Wyatt couldn't tell if he was angry or panicking. "Please," he continued, "take your seat. No one wants a lawsuit here."
Wyatt was still riled up and remained standing. "Then you'd better tell this pompous ass of a lawyer you have to get his head out of his ass. This was your mistake, YOUR fuck-up, and a big one. My client played NO part in it, either knowingly or unknowingly. Not a day goes by that she doesn't break down in tears at the thought of giving up the only son she has known for almost a year now. She was condemned as an adulterer by her husband and her own parents and the state of her marriage is currently in limbo.
"Now, I have already talked this over with my client on a couple of occasions. For her sanity, peace of mind, and psychological well-being, Mrs. Anderson needs to meet the other couple so YOU better convince them it would be in THEIR best interest to do so, or the shit's going to hit the fan, gentlemen, and I mean it. I'll give you till three o'clock this afternoon to let me know what you decide. At three-o-one, I'm filing the suit and calling a press conference." With that, he turned his back and walked out the door.
Wyatt was still furious when he reached his car in the parking lot. He understood the need for a lawyer to protect their client, but he didn't like being talked down to like he was a first-year law student. Several times, Linda had expressed her need to make the exchange in person with the other couple, so he knew he was complying with his client's wishes. By the time he walked back into his office, Wyatt decided to up the ante one more time.
At two-forty-five, Wyatt's secretary told him Mr. Crowl was on line three. Wyatt waited almost a full minute before picking up. "This is Wyatt Asher."
"Mr. Asher, this is George Crowl." He sounded much more contrite over the phone than he had a few hours before. "I talked to Mr. and Mrs. Murphy, and they've agreed to meet with your client in person to make the exchange."



"I assume Mr. and Mrs. Murphy is the couple who has been raising my client's child?"
"That's correct, Mr. Asher; also, Mr. Temple has also authorized me to increase the settlement amount to two hundred thousand dollars."
"I'm sure Mr. Temple has authorized you to go much higher than that. When he gets to a million, let me know."
"A million dollars? That's preposterous, Mr. Asher, and you know it. Okay, look, the absolute max the hospital will settle for is three hundred and fifty thousand."
"Then you'd better go back to the well, Mr. Crowl, because that's not going to cut it. It's very possible that my client has lost her husband over this. She may come out of this having to care for her son as a single parent, but whether she reconciles with her spouse or not, the mental stress and psychological damage from all of this will affect her for years, possibly the rest of her life.
"You go back to Mr. Temple and the board and you tell them my client will not settle for a penny less than seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Please don't insult her again by offering less or we'll be right back to filing a lawsuit."
"I'll see what I can do, Mr. Asher."
"Don't see what you can do, Mr. Crowl, get it done. Seven-fifty is the bottom line. I have papers on my desk to file if you come back with another counteroffer."
"I understand," growled Crowl.
"In the meantime, Mr. Crowl, we need to schedule the exchange. It can be done at the hospital, but once again, in person with the other couple. If they don't show, my client will return home carrying the baby she walked in with. I am also soliciting for a court-appointed witness to the exchange. It's not that I don't trust you, Mr. Crowl but I don't trust you."
"It's not necessary, Mr. Asher, but if you insist, I have no objections."
Over the next few days, all parties involved went back and forth on the phone, setting up the time, place, and conditions of the exchange. This time, Linda didn't hesitate to get Spencer involved. She was going to need all the support she could get, and as hurt as she was, she still considered him to be her rock in crisis situations.
The exchange wasn't to take place until that Saturday morning at 10, but Spencer knew Linda would be in turmoil all morning and wanted to help all he could. He drove up to the house at seven. When she didn't answer his knock, he used his key for the first time since walking out weeks earlier.
He checked the kitchen, but there was no sign that she'd been in there yet. He started coffee before checking the bedroom. Spencer was not immune to the emotional situation. He tried to stay strong for the sake of his wife, but what he saw almost broke his heart.
Linda was in bed, curled up in a fetal position with Terry cuddled in her arms. Her red, swollen eyes were bloodshot from crying and her lovely face was streaked with tracks of tears. Her eyes were open, but she didn't even acknowledge his presence. She was focused on the infant as she quietly talked to him. "I don't know why this had to happen to us or what will happen after today, but I want you to know I will always love you as my son, honey. You will always be a part of me."
Spence tried to hold his tears back but had to wipe his eyes before speaking. "Honey..."
She looked up with surprise. "Is it time already?"
"No, hon, I came early to see if I could help this morning. I've got coffee brewing when you're ready."
"All right, give me a minute."
He turned and walked back to the kitchen, poured himself a cup of java, and sat down at the breakfast table. He didn't think it would be so hard; after all, they'd been deprived of their own son all this time. They both deserved to be raising their own flesh and blood, but in less than three hours they would hand over the only son they ever knew with no guarantee of ever seeing him again.
Spencer could feel the anxiety building in his chest. He took a couple of deep breaths. He couldn't show weakness, not at a time like this. If he felt that way, he couldn't even imagine how his wife felt. Above all, he needed to stay strong for her.
A few minutes later, Linda staggered in and poured herself a cup of coffee. Spencer thought he'd seen her at her worst when she got deathly ill a couple of years earlier, but he almost didn't recognize the person in front of him. She sat down and just stared into the corner as she took her first sip.
"I stopped off at Denny's on the way over, but how about if I make you breakfast?"
"Thanks, but I don't think I could keep anything down," she replied while slowly shaking her head.
Linda appeared to be almost catatonic as they sat in silence for several more minutes. Spencer was getting worried. He'd never seen her like that before.
"Are you going to be all right, honey? Tell me what I can do to make this easier for you. I... I can take him by myself if you'd rather say goodbye here at the house. Would that be better?"
Her head snapped up in response. "NO!" she declared emphatically. "No, I appreciate the thought, Spencer. I know you're only trying to help, but I've got to see this through. Some way, I have to make Terry understand as I hand him over to them. I have to make him understand that I still love him," she said as new tears flooded her eyes.
The man inside Spencer told him he had to do something. Someway he had to "fix" this. From the dawn of time, it has been the man's job to protect his woman. It's in a man's DNA, part of the "Y" chromosome; unfortunately, in this case, the only thing he could do was be there for her.
It was Linda who carried the infant to the car, hugging and kissing him all the way. It was she who put little Terry in his car seat and securely strapped him in. It was a twenty-minute car ride to the hospital, but it went all too quickly for Linda. As Spencer pulled into a parking space, Linda stared at the entrance's glass doors. "I... I don't know if I can go through with this," Linda mumbled almost incoherently.
"Linda, you know this is the right thing to do. There is another couple inside there who are just as scared, just as upset as we are, but just like us, they need to raise their own son, their own flesh and blood."
She took a deep breath. "Don't leave my side, honey, please—don't leave my side."
It was the first time since he apologized that she'd referred to him using a term of endearment. Spencer could only hope that it was a good sign and not just the stress of the moment talking. "I'm right here, hon," he replied. "I'm not going anywhere."
It was a short walk. Linda carried little Terry in her arms as Spencer walked beside her with one arm around her waist and the other steadying her elbow. The whoosh of the electric doors sounded more like a death knell to Linda as she crossed the threshold. Spencer felt her legs wobble and tightened his grip.
A small greeting party waited inside. Wyatt Asher was there, with a young woman he introduced as an assistant to Judge Andrew Keen of the third circuit court, and explained that she would act as a legal witness. She gave the couple a warm smile as she shook their hands and gave the baby a loving stroke of his red hair. In addition, there were two representatives from the hospital. The men introduced themselves before showing everyone back to a meeting room. They hesitated briefly at the closed door.
Again, Spencer felt his wife's body start to give out. "You okay?" he asked. Linda put her hand on the back of Terry's head and pulled him gently to her shoulder to protect him and nodded yes.
As the door opened, neither Linda nor Spencer even noticed George Crowl or the other two board members from the hospital. Their eyes were fixed on the other couple, somewhat older than themselves, looking back at them with terrified expressions. The other woman held a brown-haired infant protectively in her arms while he played with a stuffed toy. Not a word was spoken while the two women came to terms with what was about to happen. No one present had ever experienced the kind of emotional overload that filled the room. Even Crowl felt his eyes cloud over.
Mr. Temple was the first person to speak. After the introductions, he went into a prepared speech apologizing on behalf of the hospital and assuring everyone that steps had been taken to make certain it would never happen again.
The two couples, each still holding the other's infant, were seated on opposite sides of the room. With all the back and forth between the two parties over the hows, whens, and wheres of the meeting, no one had thought out the actual exchange. Everyone stared at each other, even Wyatt wasn't sure what to do next.
It was Linda who took the reins. With a deep breath, she stood with Terry in her arms and started to walk across the room. Spencer jumped up to walk beside her. At that point, the other couple also rose from their seats and started forward. They met in the middle of the room. Linda hoisted little Terry in her arms so she could look into his innocent face. With tears in her eyes and a forced smile on her lips, she spoke to the child one last time before handing him over."I love you, little man," she whispered. "I love you so much... but you don't belong with me, honey; you belong with this nice couple here. They are your real mom and dad, and they love you, too."
Also with tears in her eyes, Mrs. Murphy looked at the infant she carried. "Remember the nice couple I told you about?" she asked the baby. "Well, here they are. They're going to take good care of you and love you as much as we do."
As young as they were, the two mothers were convinced both Terry and Liam understood, if not at that moment, sometime in the future. Since both women had their arms full, Mrs. Murphy turned to Spencer. "He's a wonderful child," she told him. "I know you'll show him all the love in your heart," she whimpered as she handed the infant to him.
Linda closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It was the moment of truth, the moment she'd been dreading ever since learning of the switch. It took every ounce of courage in her body but slowly she handed the baby to the woman standing in front of her. Mrs. Murphy raised the child in an embrace. Linda was about to take her rightful son from Spencer and do the same when Mrs. Murphy addressed her.
"Mrs. Anderson, before you take your son, could I give you a hug?"
"Absolutely," Linda answered.
Mrs. Murphy handed her son to Mr. Murphy and wrapped Linda in a bear hug. The two ladies embraced with tears flowing freely. "Thank you for changing your mind," sobbed Mrs. Murphy, "thank you so much."
Confused, Linda asked as they separated, "Changed my mind," she questioned, "about what?"
"They said you didn't want to meet us," she replied. "I was so disappointed. I had to meet the couple that would be taking care of my baby, I had to. A few days ago, Mr. Crowl said you changed your mind."
Wyatt became enraged at hearing the woman's statement. "They lied to you, Mrs. Murphy, they told us the same thing about you... that you were the ones who didn't want to meet."
Both couples looked at Crowl with disdain. "I was only acting in the best interest of my client," he told them. This was exactly why he didn't want them to meet. He hoped both parties abided by the non-disclosure agreements they signed. Legally, the Murphy's couldn't do anything, but it wouldn't do the hospital any good if people found out they paid the Murphy's only a hundred grand while having to pay the Andersons three-quarters of a million.
Before taking her new son in her arms, Linda took another look at the baby she just gave up and almost collapsed with relief. There, safely nestled in his father's arms, the former little Terry was staring at his dad's red hair with a big smile stretched across his face. It was as if the baby was saying, "This is my daddy."
"He knows," she wept, "he knows he's home. He's going to be all right," she cried. Tears streaked her cheeks as she turned and took her son from her husband. She hugged him in her arms.
As much as Spencer tried to stay strong, he couldn't prevent his own tears from overflowing. He threw his arms around both mother and child and wept like a baby.
Wyatt, wiping his own misty eyes, spoke to the other observers. "Why don't we give them the room for a little while, gentlemen."
"Take as much time as you need," CEO Temple told the two couples before escorting the rest out to the hall and closing the door behind him.
It took a few minutes for everyone to calm down. Spencer picked up their two chairs and brought them over so they could all sit together and talk. At first, they told each other a few anecdotes concerning the babies. They all actually laughed together at a couple of the amusing stories. Spencer was dying to ask his counterpart if he had any suspicions of his wife's fidelity but it was too risky a question... maybe someday.
They discovered they only lived about half an hour from each other and discussed getting together from time to time. Mrs. Murphy told Linda they had all of her baby's toys in the car for them to take home.
"Oh, my gosh," she replied with her hand over her mouth, "I... I was so upset I never even thought of his toys."
Spencer jumped in. "Listen, if you guys have the time, why don't you follow us home, maybe stay for lunch. I'm not sure what we have, but I'm sure we can whip up something. We'll load up your car with Terry's... I'm sorry," he apologized, "with Liam's toys before you leave. He has a bunch of them."
"Liam, that's a nice name," Linda said.
"It means strong warrior and protector," Mr. Murphy answered. "We have two other boys, Conor and Aidan. We also have a pretty, young lady," he proudly stated, "Ryleigh. She's the only one without red hair; she takes after her mother. The boys all take after me... including this one," he said with a smile as he stroked his son's head.
"So, what do you say, do you have time?" Spencer asked.
Mr. and Mrs. Murphy looked at each other. "Yeah, we'd loved to," Mrs. Murphy answered. "By the way," she continued, "he's Patrick, Pat for short," she said, referring to her husband, "my name's Colleen."
Linda and Spencer responded by giving them their first names, as well. After a little more conversation, they all left, thanking the others who were still lingering in the hall, as they left.
Going through such an ordeal may have been the catalyst, but Linda and Spencer had never bonded with another couple so quickly. By later that afternoon, they felt as if they'd known each other for years. Both Liam and Terry sat in the crib playing with toys and seemed to be getting along like brothers. By the time Spencer and Patrick carried all of Liam's toys to the car, they all knew they had developed a friendship that would last a lifetime.
As soon as they left, Spencer called Don and Ellie who came over immediately and fawned over their real grandson as if he'd just been born. After a couple of hours, it became apparent that they had no intention of leaving right away, so Spencer ordered a pizza. After dinner, while the two men were in the living room playing with Terry, Ellie and Linda were cleaning up in the kitchen.
Ellie lowered her voice to just over a whisper. "Have you forgiven us yet—all of us?"
Linda sighed, "Look, I'm not going to disown you as my parents or anything like that. You'll always be my mom and dad, but you really hurt me when you wouldn't believe that I didn't cheat on Spencer. Have I forgiven you yet? Frankly, no, not completely, but I know I eventually will so give me some time."
"Okay, fair enough; what about Spencer?"
"He hurt me even worse than you did. Some loving husband, going out and getting a DNA test behind my back... moving out of the house... threatening me with divorce... " She had to stop, she was getting emotional again.
"Honey, he thought he had irrefutable proof that you had cheated. You're not really thinking of divorcing him, are you?"
Linda sighed again. She had asked herself that very question and thought long and hard about the answer. "No, not really, but if he wants forgiveness he's going to have to work very hard to get it."
"Have you told him that yet?"
"I'm not telling him anything. He'd better be smart enough to figure that out by himself."
Ellie and Linda joined the men and played with Terry until the little guy couldn't keep his eyes open any longer. It was after ten by the time her parents left. Spencer was putting his jacket on to leave right after them.
"Spence, can you stick around for a few more minutes? I'd like your input on something."
She hadn't called him Spence in a while. He was determined not to get his hopes up, but 'honey' earlier in the day, now 'Spence...?' "Sure, Hon, I'm in no hurry."
"I was thinking about what you said a couple weeks ago, about becoming friends with the Murphys and getting to see the boys together."
"Yeah?"
"They're going to be a year old next month. What would you think about having a birthday party in the backyard for both of them? The Murphys can invite a few of their friends and we can invite some of ours. That way, mom and dad will be able to see Liam again, as well."
"Honey, that's a great idea. I wonder if my mom and dad would be able to make it? Shit, I have to call them. With everything going on yesterday, I forgot all about it."
"How much do they know?"
"Everything, hon. I've called them several times during this whole mess. Mom said right from the start that she couldn't believe you had cheated on me. I'm not sure she ever really accepted the idea, even when I told her about the DNA test. When she found out about the switch at the hospital, she cried something terrible. She wanted to call you, but she was too embarrassed. She's barely speaking to me. Maybe I can mend some fences if they come out."
Just as Linda thought, Spencer was well aware that he'd screwed up good and knew it was going to take his very best efforts to gain her forgiveness. For the next five weeks, he stopped by the house every night after work to see if she needed anything and to play with the baby. Sometimes he'd bring flowers...Roses, her favorites. On a few occasions, he left work early so he could beat her home and start dinner.
Linda had almost forgotten what a great father he was. Spencer never even blinked when it was time to change a diaper. He played and entertained his son, fed him, rocked him in his arms when Terry got fidgety and read to him at bedtime.
How do you stay angry with someone like that, she asked herself one night after he left to go back to the trailer.
She finally gave in when one Saturday when Spencer was overdoing some lawn work. She heard part of a conversation he was having with a neighbor. She missed the first part but heard the tail end. "Stan, I don't even know the words to describe how much I love Linda. If I lose her over this, I honestly don't know what I'll do. She says I should have known her better and she's absolutely right. I... I was just so hurt at the thought of her cheating, I couldn't think straight. I wouldn't wish that kind of pain on my worst enemy. I lost all sense of reason. Thank God for her boss."
*****
The Murphys also thought the shared birthday party was a great idea. The night before, Colleen and Pat drove over with a load of food and helped decorate the backyard. By 10 am the next morning, the party was well on its way. Everyone was having a great time making new friends and both Liam and Terry were being fawned over by everyone.
Spencer was manning the grill when Pat walked up. "It's too bad they won't remember this."
"Pat, I have a feeling this is just one of many. Did you meet my folks? They flew in from Iowa."
"Yes, we did. Linda introduced Colleen and me. They seem like really nice people. Her folks seem real nice as well. I also met Linda's boss just now; he's a fellow Irishman."



"He's also the reason we have our rightful sons. If I live to be a hundred, I'll never be able to thank him enough."
Pat looked perplexed. "I can't talk about it here, but someday when it's just you and me, remind me. We'll grab a beer someplace and I'll tell you all about it. For right now, I'll just say you're in the company of the biggest fool on earth."
It was almost ten at night by the time everyone left. Liam and Terry had enough toys and clothes to last at least another year. With his parents getting ready for bed in the guest room, Spencer was getting ready to leave.
"You don't have to go," Linda told him.
"I'm pretty tired," he replied. "I've been up since five-thirty. If I don't go now, I'll probably fall asleep on the couch."
"You don't have to do that either," she responded. "We have a perfectly good bed upstairs."
Her words caught him by surprise. "Really?"
"Yes, really," she answered with a smile. "You hurt me, Spencer, you truly did, but as my mother reminded me today, we're all human and we all make mistakes. I really thought you knew me better than to accuse me of cheating like that; on the other hand, I don't doubt your love for me, and I surely love you, despite your faults."
Linda reached out and took his hand. "Come on, you big dummy, let's go to bed."
He and Linda had to be quiet as they made love that night. When they were done, she cuddled into his side and rested her hand on her husband's chest as he put his arm around her and pulled her in a little tighter. Linda closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift into dreamland... until she heard Spencer's voice...
"What do you think, honey... ready to give Terry a little brother or sister?"
The End.
Truth is sometimes stranger than fiction.
As I said in the beginning, the story you just read is fiction, a figment of my warped mind. It was, however, conceived from an article I read about a real-life incident. As in the story, a hospital had switched two babies at birth. Unfortunately, the mistake wasn't discovered for four years. When the families finally met, they had no idea how to resolve the situation. They finally decided to buy a large house together where they all lived as one big happy family. No, there was no mention of wife swapping or group sex, but they raised the two boys as siblings. To the best of my knowledge, they all lived happily ever after, just like in my story.
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"Wow, who's the hunk?"
Both Cindy's husband, Jim, and their friend, Barbara, were shocked by her question. They hadn't even stepped through the backyard gate yet. Barbara looked in the direction Cindy was staring and saw she was talking about a friend of Adam, her brother-in-law.
"Ah, in case you haven't noticed, I'm standing right next to you," Jim reminded his wife.
"What, I can't appreciate a good-looking stud when I see one?" she asked.
"Well, if you're going to ogle some guy, I'd appreciate it if you'd at least keep it to yourself," Jim responded a little curtly before directing his attention to their host. He smiled, "Hi, Barb, sorry for the rudeness."
Barbara and her husband, Tony, were having an outdoor birthday party for their daughter who had just entered her teens. Barbara saw them coming up the sidewalk and was holding the gate open but hadn't even said hi yet. She decided to ignore Cindy's question.
"No problem, you two, come on in," she said, "still holding the gate.
"Where do these go?" Jim asked as he held up a case of beer.
"There're several ice-filled coolers over by the tree, Jim. A couple of them have soft drinks for the kids but the others are for the beer. Just find an empty one. The gifts go on that table over there," she mentioned to Cindy who was carrying a nicely wrapped box.
Tony, co-host of the backyard shindig, spotted them as they walked in and went over to greet them. "Hey, you two, welcome," he said, kissing Cindy on the cheek. "Jimbo, let me help you with that." As he reached over to relieve Jim of the case, Cindy tried again.
"Hey, Tony, who's the Adonis sitting over by your brother?"
Tony, being a little slow on the uptake and not hearing the previous conversation, hadn't caught on yet. He looked over to where Cindy had indicated. "Ah, his name is Bob something. He works construction with Adam. Why, do you know him?"
"No, but I'd like to," she replied. "I mean... talk about a hunk..."
Tony looked at Jim with shock. He had no idea of what was going on but tried to make light of it. "Better watch it, Jim, sounds like she's on the prowl," he said with a smile.
Jim was just as shocked as anyone. His wife was obviously trying to make him jealous for some reason, but he wasn't about to spoil the party by getting angry so he just laughed it off and forced his own smile. "Yeah, sounds like she's getting ready to trade me in on a younger model."
"That'll be the day," Barbara joked while slapping Jim's arm.
"Well, come on in, you guys," Tony commented. "Barb, why don't you show Cindy where the gifts go?"
When she saw the look on his face, Barbara knew exactly what her husband was really saying. He wanted her to ask Cindy about her behavior. On the way over to the gifts table, she lowered her voice so no one else could hear. "Okay, Cin, what's going on? Did you two have a fight or something?"
"What do you mean?"
"Don't give me that shit. We've all been friends a long time and I've never heard you talk like that in front of Jim. Something's going on."
"I'm just giving him a little taste of his own medicine, that's all. He's out all day running around and batting those baby blues of his at every pretty girl he sees. You know Linda Kingston..."
"Yeah."
"She was in a restaurant a few days ago and saw Jim when he stopped in to eat. He obviously didn't see her. She told me the waitress came over and kissed him. She said they talked and laughed all through lunch, and were flirting with each other the whole time."
"Cindy, he's a friendly, outgoing guy. He's always been like that."
"Having some girl kiss you is way more than just being friendly, Barb. That's over the line and you know it."
"Tony just kissed you on the cheek, a minute ago."
"That's different. We've been friends for years. This is some waitress he obviously flirts with when he goes in there. I don't like it and it sure as hell doesn't pass the wife test."
"The wife test?"
"Yeah, you know; guys use it all the time, only for them it's the husband test. A wife should never do anything in public, or in private for that matter, that she wouldn't do in front of her husband. Well, what's good for the goose, as they say."
"So, you picked my daughter's birthday party to give Jim a ration of grief?"
"Oh, don't worry. I'm not going to do anything really bad. I wasn't even thinking about it until I saw Adam's friend over there. He's perfect. I just want to teach Jim a little lesson, that's all."
"Well, do me a favor and don't start any fights, okay?"
"Oh, I won't, besides, look at that guy, he has muscles on top of his muscles; Jim would have to be nuts to tangle with him."
"Well, okay. I see a few more coming up the walk so I have to go do my meet and greet thing. I'll see you a little later. Remember, no fights, okay?"
"No fights, Barb, I promise."
She glanced around and saw Jennifer, the guest of honor, talking to her friends and decided to go over and wish her a happy birthday. Jim had just finished helping Tony put the beer away and had the same notion. They both arrived at the same time. Cindy spoke first.
"Congratulations, honey, you're officially a teenager. You can really give your parents hell now," she laughed.
"That goes for me, too, Jen," Jim chimed in, "the congratulations part, I mean; I'm not too sure about the giving your folks hell part," he teased.
Jennifer laughed at Jim's joke. It was common knowledge in their circle that she'd had a crush on him since she was a toddler. "Thanks," she responded while giving Cindy a hug and Jim a kiss on the cheek. "These are my friends, Coral, Cathy and Debbie," she announced.
They both talked to Jen and her friends for a few minutes but Cindy was anxious to continue with her plan to teach Jim a lesson. "Honey," she addressed the birthday girl, "I'm going to go over and say hi to your uncle. I'll see you later."
Jim was going to stroll over with her when he saw Tony motioning to him. As Cindy started walking, he commented, "Be good." She just gave him an evil look.
Jim approached Tony who was still standing by the coolers. "What's up, buddy?"
"I just thought I'd warn you, Barb talked to Cindy. It seems you've been flirting with some waitress. Cindy heard about it and has it in her head to teach you a lesson. I'm guessing that's what all the 'hunk' talk is about."
Jim thought for a moment. "I don't know what she's talking about. I haven't been flirting with any waitress that I know of. Did she say where this was or who supposedly saw me?"
"I don't know, I don't think so, but I'm pretty sure she's planning on using Bob to try and make you jealous, so try to stay cool, will you."
While Tony and Jim were talking, Cindy approached her target. "Hi, Adam."
"Hi, Cindy, how are you?"
"Okay, I guess. Who's your good-looking friend?"
While Adam's mouth dropped open, his friend stood and introduced himself. "Hi, I'm Bob. I assume you were talking about me, weren't you?" he said with a charming smile.
"Who else?" she replied.
"Ah, Cindy," Adam cut in, "where's Jim?"
"He's over there talking to your brother. I'd sure like one of those," she said, indicating the beer Bob was holding."
"Hey, Adam, why don't you be a gentleman and get the lady a beer while we get better acquainted?"
Not wanting to be impolite, he obliged. As soon as Adam started for the coolers, Bob offered Cindy his vacated seat. As she sat down, she glanced over to see her husband glaring at her. It made her smile to know her plan was working. She turned to start a discussion with her new friend.
When Adam reached the coolers, he approached Tony and Jim. "Hey, what's doing with Cindy?"
"Why, what'd she do?" Jim asked.
"She's coming on to Bob, over there."
"Who is he, anyway?"
"He works with me. We're working on that big high-rise downtown. I've known him for about six months. He seems to be okay, but he's definitely a lady's man and I wouldn't trust him as far as I could throw him when it came to women."
"He didn't bring a date?" Jim asked.
"No, well, it was kind of a last-minute thing. He was supposed to play golf today. We were just getting off work last night around five when he got a text, canceling. He started moaning about not having anything to do today, so I invited him to the party."
Jim at least knew what his wife was up to; he just wasn't sure how to handle it. He knew his wife well. Once she got a burr under her saddle, she wouldn't let it go until she was sure she made her point. If he ignored her, it might encourage her to go further than she intended. On the other hand, if he confronted her, Bob might try and make trouble. He was going to try and avoid that at all costs. "Adam, do me a favor, will you? Just keep close. Let me know if you think things are getting out of hand."
"Will do, Jim." Adam reached into a cooler for a cold beer and walked back to Bob and Cindy who were engrossed in conversation. Adam handed Cindy her beer and pulled up another chair. They were still talking, but he thought it was time to butt in; maybe Bob would take the hint.
"Hey, I saw the pictures Jim took of that lumber yard fire the other day. He really is a great photographer. Is he going to enter that press photographer's contest again this year?"
She seemed a little perturbed that she and her new friend had been interrupted, but didn't want to be rude to Adam so she politely answered. "I would imagine." She turned and saw Bob with an inquisitive expression. "My husband is a photographer for 'The Tribute.' she explained. "Last year he won several awards at a state contest they have for press photographers."
"Oh, I see," he responded. "That's him over there--right?" he said, looking over with a slight sneer.
"That's him," she replied in a dismissive tone, an inflection that neither Bob nor Adam missed.
"I like working with my hands," Bob countered, "building strong, giant structures that will last for a hundred years, that's my reward. Yours, too, right old buddy?" he asked Adam.
What could he say? "That's a good point, Bob."
Assuming Bob just put an end to the little chit-chat about her husband, Cindy immediately picked up on the conversation where they left off, pretty much leaving Adam out of the loop. He felt like an idiot. He'd heard Bob use that same line about building with his hands on women in bars before. It always seemed to impress them and here he gave Bob an opening big enough to drive a Mac truck through. Feeling he was doing more harm than good, Adam excused himself to go over and wish his niece happy birthday for about the twentieth time.
Jim was making the rounds, socializing with the others but never really took his eye off of Cindy and lover boy. None of the guys he talked to made any reference to his wife laughing it up with another man, but the women were starting to talk. He even overheard Jenny talking to her friends.
"He's a newspaper photographer," she told her classmates. "My dad says he gets in and out of scrapes all the time because of his job. I'm surprised he doesn't go over there and punch that guy in the nose."
Jim chuckled to himself. Unfortunately, it wasn't Bob's fault, not really. It was his wife's, and as much as he sometimes felt like it, he'd never strike her or any other woman. He glanced over and saw an empty beer bottle sitting on the ground next to Cindy's chair and another one in her hand already. She was inclined to drink more when she was nervous. This was not good. Bob had three empties sitting next to his chair.
Just then he heard Tony, "Is everyone getting hungry?" He was standing at the grill. Jim had been so preoccupied thinking about Cindy that he hadn't even noticed the smell of grilling meat. "We have hamburgers, brats and chicken patties," Tony announced. "Potato salad and other goodies are on the table over there. Everyone start grabbing your plates."
Jim thought it would be a good time to separate Bob from his wife. Maybe the two of them could find a nice quiet corner to eat and he could find out more about who he was supposed to be flirting with.
As he turned in their direction, he saw the two potential love birds set their beers down beside their chairs and stand up. Evidently, Bob had decided she was his for the day and possessively took her by the elbow.
"Not on this planet," Jim mumbled to himself. He quickly walked over. "Ah, excuse me, you want to take your hand off my wife?"
Bob immediately released Cindy's arm and held up both hands with his palms facing Jim. "Sorry," he half chuckled. "We were just on our way to get some food."
"Yeah, well I can take it from here, thanks," Jim angrily replied. He took Cindy's other elbow and literally walked her over to the food table.
"What's the matter with you?" Cindy asked, "That was extremely ill-mannered."
He ignored his wife's comment while maneuvering her in front of him as they joined the chow line. "Get some food," he flatly stated. "You and I are going to go over there by the shed and talk while we eat."
Adam saw the exchange between Jim and Bob. Since his coworker was alone for the first time in a while, he decided to take the opportunity and talk to him. "What the hell are you doing?' he angrily asked. "She's married to one of my brother's best friends. Leave her alone."
"Hey, man, you should be telling her to leave ME alone. She's the one hitting on me. I'm just being polite."
"Polite, my ass. I mean it, Bob. Look, if you think you stand a chance at getting her in the sack, forget it. She's using you to get back at Jim because she thinks he's been flirting with some waitress. Don't get in the middle of it."
"Hey, listen, married or no, I've never turned down a fine piece of ass like that in my life. I know women and I think you're wrong about her using me. She's genuinely interested, I can tell."
"I think you should go. This is my niece's birthday party and I don't want any trouble."
"Okay, okay, you win; if she comes over again, I'll send her right back to hubby, okay?"
"If you don't, you're out of here, I mean it, Bob."
"Scout's honor," he responded while holding up the three-fingered Boy Scout salute. "Now, can I go get something to eat?"
"Yeah, go ahead."
Cindy wasn't really upset by Jim getting between her and Bob. For only knowing one another for a couple of hours, he was already starting to get a little too touchy-feely, not to mention all the sexual innuendos he was spouting; although, it was kind of fun to see how easily she could manipulate a man like that when she put her mind to it.
Still... she could tell by the way he had taken her by the arm that she had pushed her husband as far as she dared. She promised Barb no fights and Jim had already demonstrated he wasn't intimidated by Bob's muscles. She needed to spend the rest of the day with her hubby. She just hoped he'd learned his lesson.
They both loaded their plates with food and Jim pointed toward the shed, away from the crowd. When they got to a nice quiet spot, he handed Cindy his plate. "Here, hold this while I grab a couple of chairs. I'll be right back." As angry as he was, Jim was still a gentleman and held the back of her chair while Cindy sat down. He pulled his own alongside so they could talk discreetly.
After a few bites, Jim couldn't hold it in any longer. He was nothing if not direct. "All right, what's this nonsense about me flirting with some waitress?"
"You tell me."
"Cindy, damn it, you know how I hate playing these stupid word games. Where was all this flirting supposed to take place... when?"
"I'm not sure where. It was last week some time."
"Well, that sure narrows it down, doesn't it."
"Well, I'm sure you know better than I do, or do you flirt with all waitresses?"
"Look, waitresses have a tough job. I say hi, I smile, I joke around a little, I..."
"Kiss them," Cindy intervened.
"Kiss them?"
"That's what I was told."
"Then one of two things is happening here, either it's a case of mistaken identity, or you're being lied to because you're the only woman I've kissed since we started dating."
Cindy looked into his eyes. Whether she really could or not, she always felt she could tell if he was lying or not by his eyes; but then, she wasn't really sure because as far as she knew, he had never lied to her. "Why would someone tell me they saw you kissing a waitress if it wasn't true?"
"Beats the hell out of me," he said, after taking another bite from his burger. "She's your friend, ask her."
"How do you know it's a woman?"
"It sure as hell better be a woman. If you have a man friend telling you he saw me kissing a waitress, you answered your own question."
At first, Cindy thought that maybe he did see her friend in the restaurant and kissed the waitress anyway, not even caring that it might get back to her, but she wasn't sure what he meant by his last statement. "What do you mean, if it's a man I answered my own question?"
"Simple, if it IS a man, he's hot for you and trying to make trouble between us; he's probably thinking he may have a shot of getting into your pants by being a good friend and giving you a shoulder to cry on."
"Oh, that's ridiculous."
"Is it? Think about it. WAS it a man?"
"No."
"Okay, then we're right back where we started. You'll have to ask your friend why she's lying to you."
There was an uneasy silence while they both finished their lunches. When they were done, Jim had a few parting words. "Now, this is Jenny's birthday party and I'm not going to ruin it by fighting with your boy toy; so, if you continue to throw yourself at him like you have been, I'll just leave you here and you can find your own way home. Either that or you can spend the night with Mr. Muscles, in which case you won't have a home to come back to. Got it?"
She was a little shocked at the extent of his anger. "Jesus, Jim, take it easy. I'm not going home with Bob. The thought never even entered my mind. I was just trying to show you what it felt like to have your spouse flirting with somebody, that's all."
"Well, now you've shown me so it ends here." He stood, took his wife's paper plate and empty beer bottle and walked over to dump everything into the trash can. As he turned around, he was happy to see his wife right by his side.
Bob, on the other hand, was not happy at all. He had been sneaking peeks at the two of them talking while sitting by himself, eating his chicken patty. Not for a single minute did he believe she was just using him. She was hot to trot; there wasn't a shred of doubt in his mind. He was already visualizing her standing naked in front of him.
Unfortunately, as he saw it, Bob also recognized the need for secrecy. Earlier, he had hoped they could sneak away to an upstairs bedroom or maybe out to his car, but anything like that now was off the table. They were being watched. No, he'd have to postpone ravishing that luscious body, at least for a little while.
There was still plenty of party left, and despite their underlining issues, Jim and Cindy were determined to enjoy themselves. She stuck pretty close to him for the rest of the day, wandering off now and then, only to talk with friends, but always finding her way back to her husband.
The only time Cindy had any more contact with Bob was when everyone gathered around to sing "Happy Birthday," and watch Jenny blow out the candles on her cake. Bob took the opportunity to sneak in beside her and rub her ass while everyone was singing. At first, she thought it was Jim, but he was on the other side of her. When she glanced over, she saw Bob with a shit-eating grin on his face.
She couldn't believe his boldness. She quickly looked around to see if anyone was watching but everybody had their eyes trained on Jenny. Under any other circumstances, she'd have slapped him, but she knew it would start trouble, something she desperately wanted to avoid; besides, she thought, it was really her own damn fault for leading him on as she did. If she got the chance, she'd apologize to him and tell him she really wasn't interested.



He removed his hand to clap with everyone else as the birthday girl made short work of the fiery candles in one breath. Jim looked over when he heard Bob's voice in close proximity but saw nothing of consequence. Certainly, Cindy wasn't about to tell him Bob had his hand on her ass all though "Happy Birthday." Bob, of course, took her silence as consent.
Okay, he knew how to play the game. She had to hang with hubby to avoid suspicion, but sooner or later she'd have to go inside the house to use the bathroom. Hopefully, he'd be able to catch her alone long enough to arrange a time and place for them to get together. Surreptitiously, he would keep an eye out.
To those who were aware of what was going on earlier, the danger seemed to be over. Much to their relief, both Bob and Cindy appeared to be behaving themselves; so, with the possible exception of Jim, they all relaxed and were no longer on guard.
Jim, on the other hand, had seen guys like Bob before, guys who thought they were God's gift to women, and knew they were seldom that easily dissuaded. Just to be on the safe side, he'd continue to keep an eye on the would-be interloper.
The party was in full swing after everyone ate. Tony cranked up the outside speakers and tuned his phone to Pandora for background music while the games came out. A dartboard was set up on the big oak tree near the shed and her friends helped Jenny set up the bean bag game. A few of the women pushed several card tables together for Bingo.
Jenny and her friends challenged her parents, along with Jim and Cindy, to best two out of three bean bag games. Tony warned them his daughter was a ringer. Luckily for them, she was only twenty-five percent of the team and the first game went to the adults. That was their one and only victory, though. When it was over, Cindy turned to Jim and kissed him on the cheek.
"Honey, I have to use the little girl's room. I'll be back in a couple of minutes," she told him.
"Okay, hon, I think I'll challenge Adam to a game of darts."
She stopped to talk to a couple of friends on the way to the house. She hit it lucky. There wasn't a soul inside and the downstairs washroom was wide open.
Adam and Jim were getting ready to take their stance and throw one dart each to determine who went first. Jim was just getting ready to throw when...
"He's leaving?" Adam mumbled, more to himself than to anyone else.
Jim stopped his arm before throwing. "What?"
"Bob--it looks like he's leaving, no good-byes, no thank you for inviting me, no nothing."
Jim turned around just in time to see Bob's back as he exited through the gate. "He's probably pissed because Cindy isn't flirting with him anymore. I really think he had plans for the two of them."
"I wouldn't doubt it," Adam replied. "He's pretty slick when it comes to the ladies. I've seen him leave a bar with some damn pretty women."
Jim turned back to the dartboard and was taking careful aim when he thought of something. How would someone get into the house if they didn't want anyone to see them? They'd go out the gate, go around to the front, and walk in that way.
Jim handed the darts to Adam. "I'll be right back," he said, before starting for the back door.
Cindy had taken care of business and was touching up her make-up. When she opened the bathroom door, she was shocked to see Bob standing there. Before she could do or say anything, he grabbed her by the shoulders and pressed her back against the door jam. Just that quick, he held her in place as he smashed their lips together.
If Jim had been a split second later, he'd have seen his wife forcefully push Bob away, but as it was, she hesitated a moment while trying to regain her senses. It was at that moment that Jim saw them. He reached for Bob's shoulder and pulled him away from his wife. As Bob faced him, Jim, putting his hip and back into it, delivered a punch to Bob's solar plexus with the force of a sledgehammer.
Cindy watched as her want-to-be suitor stumbled back into the washroom and dropped to one knee. He had one arm on top of the sink for support and was clutching at his chest with the other while gasping for breath.
Cindy's brain was still trying to catch up with events. Everything happened so fast. It seemed like she opened the door and all hell broke loose. She turned to face her husband, but he wasn't there. She looked in one direction, then the other but saw no one. "Jim?"
That's when she heard a car start. She ran to the front door just in time to see their car back out and head for home; that's when she realized how it must have looked, especially since she'd been flirting with Bob all that time.
She paid no attention to Bob, who was now in the wheezing and coughing stage of still trying to catch a breath, and ran out the back door. The first person she saw was Adam, who unknowingly, was still waiting for Jim's return.
"Adam, you have to drive me home... NOW!"
He looked at her and was very confused. She was in a panic. He looked for Jim but didn't see him, and he hadn't the slightest inkling of why she was asking him to drive her home. "Cindy, ah... what happened? Where's Jim?"
"He left. He caught Bob kissing me and..."
"What! Is he hurt?"
"No, Bob's still in the house. I'm not sure if he's hurt or not. Jim punched him really hard."
Adam couldn't help the small smile he had. "Jim beat up Bob?"
"Yeah, yeah... please, Adam, I have to get home so I can explain what happened. He was so mad, I'm not sure what he going to do. I'm afraid he's planning to leave me."
"Oh, I doubt that, Cindy; he's pissed, but I don't think he's that pissed."
"You didn't see him just now."
"Cindy, I was the first one here. I doubt I'll be able to get my car out. I'm sure I'm blocked in."
"Please, Adam."
"All right, give me a second to tell Tony we're leaving and I'll see if we can get out of here."
He hurried over and gave his brother the "Reader's Digest" version of what happened then walked around to the front of the house, only to see what he expected: there were at least six cars behind his. "Cindy, you'll have to call a cab, there's no way I can get out of here."
"That'll take way too long. Let me borrow your car."
"Are you kidding? No way." He didn't know Jim and Cindy as well as Tony, so he wasn't sure if her anxiety was justified or not. He didn't really think Jim would leave her but he certainly didn't want to be the guy who could have saved their marriage and didn't. "Okay," he said with a sigh, "Tony's going to kill me, but get in."
There was only about a foot between him and the garage door. Adam turned the wheel all the way to the right and crept up until his front bumper touched the door then turned the wheel the other way and backed up until he felt his rear bumper kiss the car behind him. He performed the same maneuver back and forth several times until he could back out onto his brother's beautifully manicured front lawn with only about two inches to spare between his car and the one that was behind him.
Cindy never said a word the whole time. In fact, she was mostly oblivious to everything around her. She kept visualizing her husband's angry face. She'd never seen him that furious before and she'd never seen him hit anyone like that before.
As she realized the car was headed forward, she was becoming more and more anxious. She had no idea of what she would face when she got home. Before she knew it they were turning into her driveway. Adam pulled up behind Jim's car.
"You want me to come in with you?"
She considered it only briefly. "Thanks, Adam, I appreciate the offer but I created this mess, now I have to deal with it."
She got out of the car and waved to let Adam know she'd be okay. She climbed the stairs of their front porch as if her feet weighed ten pounds each. Once inside, she took a deep breath to gather her courage. He wasn't in the living room; she feared he was upstairs, packing. Just as she started up to see if she could talk to him, she heard the coffee grinder. 'He's making coffee?' she asked herself. Maybe things weren't as bad as she thought.
Jim saw her quietly watching him from the kitchen doorway. "Did your lover bring you home?"
"If you're referring to Bob, he's not my lover, and the last time I saw him he was still on the bathroom floor gasping for breath."
Jim couldn't help but inaudibly chuckle at the thought.
"Adam brought me home."
Jim nodded his head but said no more. It was eerie. She expected him to at least yell at her, tell her what a fool she'd been, how embarrassed he was... something. Well, if he wasn't going to say anything she would.
"He took me by surprise, Jim. I wasn't making out with him, honest. He was standing behind the door when I opened it. He pushed me against it and kissed me."
"I didn't see you fighting him off."
"You didn't give me a chance. I was stunned. It took me a second to even realize what was happening, but you hit him before I could push him away."
She still wasn't sure if her husband's demeanor meant he had truly cooled down or was it the calm before the storm. During their conversation, he never stopped what he was doing. She almost wished he would yell at her. His apparent apathy had her on pins and needles.
"Well?"
"Well what?" he asked as he pressed the start button on the coffee maker.
"Jim, I've never seen you that pissed off before. I really thought you'd be packing to leave by the time I got home."
"Don't tempt me," he growled. "You're damn right I'm pissed off," he said, raising his voice some. "That little show you put on was infantile and disrespectful. The only reason I'm not more ticked off is that most of the people at the party knew what you were up to, but you know what makes me even angrier than you making a fool of yourself? The fact that you choose to believe one of your bimbo friends over me. Have I EVER lied to you, huh?"
The anger he had suppressed was bubbling to the top. "Have I EVER given you cause to be jealous or suspicious? NO, NEVER!"
She had never heard him call any of her friends "bimbos" before, but she wasn't about to call him on it. "Honey, I just know how friendly you are all the time. I've seen you in action. You can meet a total stranger and make them a friend in five minutes, and yes, I've seen you do it with women, too. You may not realize it, but I've seen the look in their eyes when you walk away. I know damn well they'd drop their panties in a New York minute."
"Oh, that's bullshit. You make me sound like Brad Pitt or something."
Things were getting out of hand. She needed to back off before he did wind up leaving. "Jim, all I'm saying is that you have a great sense of humor and an outgoing personality; people like you. I just want you to be aware that some women see that as flirting. They might get the impression that you're available, wife or no wife." She thought she had calmed the waters.
"So, what does that have to do with you thinking that I go around kissing waitresses and you believing some friend of yours over your husband?"
Shit, she thought, she really thought she had skirted around that question.
They went on arguing for another twenty minutes with neither one giving into the other over the real issue... trust.
Neither of them spent the night on the couch, in a different room or different bed, but Cindy knew sex was definitely off the table. He wasn't in a very loving mood and she wasn't going to humiliate herself by trying to change his mind.
That following Tuesday, Jim met Tony for a drink after work. Jim was already seated and had just taken his first swig from a long neck when his friend showed up with a big grin.
"Yo, Rocky, how's Adrian?" he said, doing his best Stallone impression.
Jim looked at his buddy. "Isn't Rocky the one who talks like that?"
"Yeah, but I can't do an impression of Burgess Meredith, so take what you get," he replied with a laugh. He sat down next to Jim and ordered a beer. "No kidding, how are you two doing?"
"Right now, we're barely speaking to each other. I'm still pissed and she knows it so she just kind of just avoids me."
"When are you going to let her off the hook? A lot of the people at the party weren't even aware of any trouble between you two. A while after you left, people were asking where you and Cindy were."
"What'd you tell them?"
"I said something unexpected came up and you had to leave. No one even questioned it. They probably thought you two got horny and went home to maul each other," Tony chuckled.
"Yeah, well we haven't mauled each other since the party; speaking of which, what happened with Bob? Is he planning revenge?"
"I don't think so. Adam came over and told me what happened before he drove Cindy home. When I went inside the house, Bob was just getting up. He told me you sucker-punched him..."
"I did," Jim said, breaking in.
"Well, he was spewing all kinds of revenge talk but I told him if I were him, I'd steer as far away from you as I could get. I told him you were the toughest bastard I ever saw and that I'd seen you wipe the floor with guys twice your size. I used my favorite Bible quote."
"You have a favorite Bible quote? I didn't know that."
"Sure, 'Yea though he walks through the valley of the shadow of death he fears no evil, for he's the toughest and meanest S.O.B. in the valley.' That's you."
Jim had to laugh. "That's bullshit and you know it," he said.
"Sure, I know it, and you know it, but he doesn't know it. I think I scared him enough to make him think twice before coming after you."
"Well, I appreciate that, old buddy."
They both were grinning as they took another drink. "You know what really pisses me off," Jim asked, "that she doesn't believe me about kissing some waitress."
"Are you sure you didn't, maybe a peck on the cheek or something like that?"
"No, I... " He stopped talking and Tony knew from the look on his face that he remembered something.
"Ah, huh, you did kiss her, didn't you?"
"No, she kissed me," Jim replied. "Shit, I know what this is all about."
The next day, Cindy was stunned to see Jim walk into her office at work. He spoke before she could even say anything.
"Come on, I'm taking you to lunch."
She thought this was his way of saying he was sorry. "Oh, honey, that's so nice," she glanced at her watch, "but it's a little too early. Can you wait about twenty minutes?"
"No need. I spoke to your boss and told him we have a small family emergency we have to attend to. I told him you had to take a long lunch hour and he said no problem. Come on, let's go."
Cindy was nervous. She was unaware of any family emergencies. He held the car door for her as she slipped in. "Where are we going? What kind of family emergency?"
He didn't answer her question, but instead, told her to call her friend and find out the name of the restaurant where the alleged kiss took place.
"What? Why?"
"Just indulge me, will ya? I think I have this figured out."
Reluctantly, she called her friend and asked for the name of the restaurant. "She said it was DeMar's on Hohman Avenue."
"What a coincidence," he responded with a smile, "that's just where we're headed."
Cindy didn't say anything, but now she was even more concerned. She had no idea why he would want to take her to the scene of the crime, except maybe to rub her nose in it. Would he kiss the waitress in front of her? She knew better than that. There was no way he'd do that to her. She decided to just sit back and wait to see what happened next... easier said than done.
It took almost half an hour to get to the restaurant, during which time, Cindy ran through a hundred scenarios in her head. She was almost in tears by the time they pulled into the parking lot. Jim put his hand on the small of her back and escorted her inside. She knew she was in trouble as soon as she walked through the door. "Shit," she mumbled under her breath.
Jim found a booth and had Cindy slide in first, then slid in next to her.
"Well, Cuz, I see you brought your better half with you today."
Cindy turned several shades of scarlet from embarrassment. "Hi, Marilyn," she greeted their waitress."
"Hi, Cindy, how'd you ever get my cousin here to make time for a real lunch, and with his wife, no less? Every time I see him, he's rushing in and out of here so fast he barely has time to swallow," she said with a laugh.
Jim wasn't about to let his wife off the hook. "Cindy thinks you and I are having a passionate love affair," he stated.
She waited for the punch line for a few seconds before responding, "What?"
"No, Marilyn, that's not right." Cindy turned to her husband, "Damn it, Jim, okay I made a big mistake, I'm sorry." She looked back up at Marilyn, "A friend of mine was in here last week. She told me he kissed a waitress. I had no idea you even worked here."
"But we've never..."
"Last week," Jim butted in, "you kissed me on the cheek when I came in."
"Oh, Jesus, Cindy, I didn't mean anything by it. He hadn't been in for a while and it was just an innocent peck on the cheek."
"Marilyn, don't worry about it," Cindy replied. "I know that now. My so-called friend made it sound like Jim had a girlfriend working here. I'm going to call her later and give her a piece of my mind."
"That I'd like to hear," Jim challenged.
Cindy looked at him and accepted the challenge. "Okay," she said, digging her phone from her purse. Both Jim and Marilyn were privy to Cindy's side of the conversation.
"Hi, Linda... not too good. You know that waitress who you said was kissing Jim... You know who that was... Jim's cousin. Yeah, his cousin. No, I didn't appreciate you telling me. You made it sound like he was having an affair or something... I don't care what you thought. I don't care if you think you see him screwing somebody in the middle of the floor, from now on keep your gossip to yourself... Yeah, you too." She almost hurt her finger disconnecting.
Jim had a feeling it had to be Linda making all the trouble. She was constantly making derogatory remarks about her own husband all the time.
Cindy was worked up after her call. "I really do apologize... to both of you. Jim was right, I should have known better."
"You have a few more apologizes to make when you get home tonight," Jim told her. "You're going to apologize to Tony, Barbara, AND Jenny."
"What about Bob?"
"You can tell Bob to piss up a rope. You don't pursue a married woman; I don't care how much of a flirt she is."
Marilyn was still standing next to the booth. "Who's Bob?" she asked.
"Her boyfriend," Jim volunteered.
"Boyfriend?" she questioned.
"Don't listen to him, Marilyn. I made a mistake and he's not done rubbing my nose in it yet."
"It sounds like you two had one hell of a weekend."
"Let's just say I'm pretty sure Cindy learned a little something about trust," Jim replied.
Cindy was more than a little embarrassed. Her face was flush as she opened the menu. "So, Marilyn, what do you suggest?"
Later, after dinner, Cindy spent almost an hour on the phone, apologizing to their friends, including Jenny.
That night they both lay naked in bed. "Are you still mad?"
"It depends."
"On what?"
"On whether you still believe I would cheat on you."
"I never really did believe you'd cheat on me. I was concerned that you might have given some woman the impression that you would. I just didn't want you encouraging her."
He thought about that and remembered how angry he got watching her flirt with Bob. He'd never admit it, but he did get a taste of how she must feel sometimes... except she took it way too far.
About the time he was going to tell her all was forgiven, he felt her hand slide down his body and lightly start tickling his balls.
"Come on, honey, you can't stay mad at me," she cooed.



He thought maybe he wouldn't tell her he forgave her, at least not quite yet.
Her fingers gently wrapped around his cock and slowly started stroking it up and down. Within seconds, she felt a stiffness coming on. Jim closed his eyes and exhaled a small sigh as he felt her long red hair tease his flesh as she danced it up and down his stomach. The loving touch of her lips sent shock waves as she kissed the head of his now fully engorged male appendage.
"Oh, God," he expelled.
She already knew she was forgiven, but Cindy was taking this to the end. She swung one leg over her husband's torso and reached back to guide him home. She closed her eyes as she leaned forward, resting her hands on his tight abs as she slowly moved back and forth, driving him deeper and deeper.
"Oh, Babe, I... I'm not going to last long," he groaned.
"Me either," she replied.
Only moments, later she threw her head back as her whole body stiffened. That was Jim's cue, and it was right on time as they both simultaneously surrendered to a mind blowing orgasm.
A month later, Cindy and Barbara were having lunch together. "You and Jim seem to be getting along; does he still flirt with waitresses?"
"Not as much," Cindy replied. "He's still his friendly self and I wouldn't have it any other way. I love that about him, but he does seem to pull back now and then."
"That's all you ever really wanted, wasn't it?"
"Exactly."
Barbara figured she knew the answer to her next question but she had to ask anyway. "So, have you heard from Bob, lately?"
"No, and I'm a little insulted to tell you the truth. One punch and he just disappears, the wimp."
They both had a good laugh at that.
The End.
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Once again, my thanks for being asked to participate in this event. I sincerely hope you enjoy the story, and as usual, I hope you will leave a comment.
*
I was less than three days old and twenty minutes away from dying of hypothermia. My name is Carter Larrabee.
Larrabee is the name of the street in Chicago where they found me in front of a police station. Carter was the brand name of the blanket they found wrapped around me. It was the only protection I had from the ten-degree winter cold that night; at least that's what they told me years later at the Cook County Children's Home.
My very first memory is of the beating I received at the hands of a foster parent when I was not quite three years old. That's also the first time I remember being in a hospital. For the next fifteen years, I was in and out of four more foster homes and was subjected to some form of mental or physical abuse in every one of them.
I was placed in the last home when I was fifteen. They needed a strong boy to do chores around the house. For the next three years, I lived a tolerable existence, then I turned eighteen and the monthly room and board checks from the state stopped coming. He at least waited for good weather before my foster dad drove me to a homeless shelter not far from the police station where I was discovered. I guess irony would call that "full circle." I had a small suitcase of clothes and fifty bucks he gave me as an afterthought. "You're on your own, now," he said as I exited the car, "good luck." Then he drove off.
Being in and out of different neighborhoods and attending different schools, I didn't get much book learning, but what I lacked in education, I made up for in street smarts. For a while, I stood on the sidewalk and watched the wretched poor as they entered and exited the building. I peeked my head inside and immediately knew I needed other accommodations.
I walked the streets looking for work during the day and snuck into the emergency waiting room of the Cook County Hospital at night to sleep in one of the chairs. That lasted almost a week before they caught on.
I had just fallen asleep when I heard a man's voice somewhere off in the distance. It got progressively louder as I was shaken awake. I looked up and saw a male orderly and a nurse standing over me. I could tell by the scowl on the nurse's face that she was not the benevolent type. "I saw you here last night. This isn't a flophouse you know. You can't just walk in and spend the night," she angrily stated.
Although the chairs were not made for sleeping, it was still better than that flea-bitten homeless shelter. I was hoping to play on their sympathies. "I'm sorry; I have nowhere else to go."
"The parks are full of benches," she snidely quipped. "If I see you here again, I'll call the police." She turned to the orderly. "See he leaves the building and let me know if you see him in here again." With those parting words, she turned and practically goose stepped down the hall.
The orderly looked a little embarrassed but walked me outside anyway. "You don't look like a bum," he said, looking at my clothes. "What happened, how come you're sleeping in here?"
I gave him a very brief synopsis of my plight. "Damn," he replied, "that's rough. Listen, I have a friend who would put you up but he's gay; at the very least, he'd expect you to blow him when he wanted it."
Growing up, I had been subjected to all kinds of abuse, but I wasn't about to get on my knees for anyone, including this guy's friend. "I appreciate the offer, but no thanks," I told him.
He pulled a pen and piece of paper from his pocket and started writing. "Okay, but if you change your mind call me," he said handing the paper to me. "I think he'd really like you." I dropped the paper in the first garbage can I came to. Now what, I thought.
It was almost midnight and I was tired; no way would I be able to walk the streets until daylight, but then I didn't see any other choice. I was just passing a small restaurant called Plato's Place when the door opened and a guy came out, sweeping some of the dirt from the inside to the outside. He startled me a little. When I looked over, I saw a sign on the front of the building saying "Room for rent."
"Hey, Mister, how much to rent the room?"
He looked me over before saying anything. "How old are you?"
"Eighteen."
"What are you doing walking the streets this time of night?"
"It's a long story, Mister. What about the room?"
"Two-fifty a week," he replied. "That includes the shower in the bathroom down the hall."
"How much for just tonight?"
"I don't rent it out by the night, son. I run into too many problems that way."
"I wouldn't give you any problems, honest. I just need a place to spend the night."
"Sorry," he said, shaking his head and going back to his sweeping.
It just wasn't my night. I turned and started to walk away when I thought of something. I turned to face him again. "Hey, how about if I work it off? I'll clean your place until it shines like new, then you let me sleep for a few hours in the room."
He stopped again and kind of hung on his broom while he gave me another look. "Can you wash dishes?"
"I can wash dishes so clean they squeak. I can also polish silverware, run a vacuum, dust furniture, mop floors... you name it," I bragged with exuberance.
"Come with me."
I followed him inside. The place was bigger than it looked from the outside. There were four booths along one wall and six or seven square tables scattered around the floor; each one accommodated four people. In addition, there were more, two-person tables on the other side of the room and a counter with another ten stools right in the middle.
We walked between a couple of the tables, passed the counter and turned the corner into the kitchen. I'd never seen a kitchen so big... or so dirty. There were dishes stacked up on every flat surface he could find.
"My night shift dishwasher called in sick three days ago and I haven't seen or heard from him since," the man said. "My daytime guy comes in at seven, but in the meantime, I need clean dishes for the morning rush when I open. Since you're so hard up for a place to sleep, I'll make you a deal; I need at least half of these washed by morning. You do 'em and you can sleep in that room until you're good and rested, then I'll give you breakfast before you go."
It was certainly the best offer I'd had in a while. "You got yourself a dishwasher, Mister."
"My name is Stan," he told me.
"Glad to meet you, Stan, my name's Carter... Carter Larrabee."
"Larrabee, like the street?"
"Yes, Sir."
He looked at me suspiciously. I assumed he thought I was giving him a phony name. "You running from the law, Boy?"
"No, Sir, I was named after the street. Like I said, it's a long story."
"You'll have to tell me sometime. Come on, I'll show you the room." We walked across the hall and up a flight of stairs. The second floor wasn't much. It was mostly just storage for a bunch of old restaurant-related stuff, but he had converted one room to a bedroom, or maybe I should say a room with a bed. He did have a small desk along one wall. There was a window in the wall opposite the door and the bed was against the other wall.
"This is it," he commented. "The bathroom is down the hall," he mentioned with a nod of his head, indicating the direction. "You're welcome to use the shower before you go," he told me, "but for now, get started on those dishes; the faster you get them done the faster your head hits the pillow."
I followed him back down and took another look at what I'd gotten myself into. It was a lot of work for a few hours of sleep and breakfast, but if the other guy didn't show up, I was hoping to get his job.
"I have an apartment in the back," Stan told me, "so try and keep it down as much as you can, will ya? Remember, I need at least half of the dishes done. I'm up around five, so if you're done before that, you don't have to wait for me, just go hit the sack."
"Yes, Sir," I answered as he headed toward his apartment. I found a big apron and some rubber gloves in the corner. I assumed they were for the dishwasher. One thing in my favor was the biggest double sink I'd ever seen. I could easily load fifty or sixty dishes in one side. I filled it with the hottest water I could stand and added enough dish soap to choke a horse. I got busy scrapping the leftovers in the garbage before submerging each dish into the hot water to soak.
It was almost five o'clock by the time I put the last dish in the drying rack. I could hear Stan moving around in the back. I really wanted to make a good impression so I looked around and found a closet full of cleaning supplies. I scrubbed the countertops until they shined then mopped the floor. By the time Stan came out from the back, I had everything sparkling clean.
He was surprised when he saw I was still working. As he looked around, I could tell he was impressed; I could see it in his face.
"Not bad, kid, not bad at all. Did you get any sleep?"
"No, Sir, I worked straight through."
"You did... why? I told you Jack, my daytime dishwasher, comes in at seven. I only needed enough dishes to cover the morning. I wasn't expecting you to clean the whole kitchen."
"I was always told any job worth doing was worth doing right, Sir."
He chuckled at that. "Kid, you're a rare breed in this day and age, let me tell ya. Now, what do you want for breakfast, pancakes or bacon and eggs?"
"Oh, wow," I said, "I haven't had pancakes in years."
"Pancakes it is, and I'm pretty sure I told you my name is Stan, so let's cut the sir crap, huh?"
"Yes, Si... Stan, thanks."
Stan walked over to the big grill in the middle of the kitchen and turned it on. "It'll take a few minutes for this thing to heat up; why don't you go upstairs and wash up."
I could smell the pancakes as I was finishing. I hadn't realized how hungry I was until then. By the time I was done devouring breakfast, Stan's staff was coming in. The day shift had two waitresses, Holly and Colleen, Jerry, a second cook, and the dishwasher, Jack. He introduced them to me as they strolled in. He also said he had a second shift who all started at three. It was a little after seven when I finally hit the sack. I didn't even remember my head hitting the pillow.
It was approaching three o'clock by the time I felt human again. I wandered downstairs to find Stan. He was too busy to talk at the moment, so I sat at the counter and ordered a Coke. I looked around and saw a waitress I hadn't been introduced to yet.
Damn, she was stone-cold gorgeous, with shoulder-length blond hair and piercing blue eyes I could see from where I was sitting; without a doubt, she was the most beautiful girl I'd ever seen. The other two waitresses were older and the bottom of their uniforms were conservative in length, but the blond had obviously shortened the skirt on hers. It was a good four or five inches above her knees.
I watched for a few minutes as she smiled and flirted with the customers while taking their orders. For a few seconds, I fantasized about her flirting with me like that. Looking back, I think that was the most melancholy moment I'd ever experienced.
For the first time in my life, I was entirely on my own. I had no job, no place to live, and no income, but that wasn't the worst of it. The worst part was that I'd never known what it felt like to be loved, not even by a parent or a sibling. Obviously, the woman who bore me didn't love me; if she had, she wouldn't have left me in the cold to die. No, to me, love was just a word. Oh, I knew what it meant but had no concept of the emotion itself, not given or taken.
Not having a job, a place to live, and no income--I was hoping to quickly rectify that if Stan's nightshift dishwasher didn't show up again, but finding someone to love--even harder--finding someone to love me... well, at that moment I felt the chances of it ever happening were completely inconceivable.
"Carter... " Stan's voice boomed from the kitchen, "You wanted to talk? Make it quick, I have about two minutes."
I jumped off the stool and hurried around the corner. "I was wondering if you've heard from the other dishwasher?"
"Why, you want the job?"
"Yes, Sir."
"I don't know, you don't seem to take directions very well."
I couldn't imagine what he was talking about. Hell, I did everything he wanted and more. "Sir?" I asked.
"How many times do I have to tell you to call me Stan before you actually start doing it?"
"I... I'm sorry, Stan. I... all my life I've been told to call my elders Sir or Ma'am, but I swear... I'll try harder. Please, Stan, I really need the job."
"I know you do. You're hired. I was paying Arnie four-tweny-five for a 6-day week. Since you have no place to stay, I'll pay you seventy-five bucks a week plus room and board. I think that's fair."
To me, it sounded like a fortune, but even if it hadn't, I was in no position to negotiate. "I'll take it," I almost yelled.
"Hey, Andy," he yelled over to the second shift cook, "this is Carter. He's our new dishwasher."
"Good," he yelled back, "glad to meet you." He was a man of few words and went back to his cooking.
Stan looked at the big clock on the wall. "Your first day and you're already twenty minutes late," he bellowed. "From now on you start at three and work until eleven with a half-hour lunch break at seven. That's the end of our dinner hour and things slow down considerably after that."
I thanked him and started toward the sink but he stopped me. "Hold on, have you eaten anything since this morning?"
"No, but I'm not that hungry. I can wait until seven."
"Bullshit, go out there and order what you want from the menu. Just don't take forever."
My half-drunk Coke was right where I left it, so I took the same seat just as my fantasy girl walked around the other side of the counter to put her orders in. There was a big open window in the wall between the waitress's area and the kitchen. Mounted from the top of the window was a carousel-like thing that was accessible by both the cook and the waitresses. They would first call out their orders then hang the ticket on the carousel and spin it toward the kitchen. Stan would rip it off the hanger and lay it down so he could read everything the customer ordered. Depending on who was busier at the time, he'd either hand it to the other cook or cook it himself.
I watched her short skirt ride up the back of her legs even further as she stretched to hang up her tickets. When she was done, she turned around and smiled at me. I could feel my heart beating faster. I wondered if that's what it felt like to be in love.
"What'll you have?"
I knew it wasn't personal, it was her job, but was she really talking to me? I sat there dumbfounded. I couldn't speak. Hell, I had a hard time breathing. "Ah... I, ah... "
"Do you need more time?"
I shook my head no. I knew what I wanted; I just couldn't get the words out. Her smile stretched even wider. She knew... I could feel my face getting flushed as I realized she knew why I sounded like such a ditz. How embarrassing but I couldn't help it. I finally forced the words from my throat. "Ah, just a... a hamburger and fries, please, Ma'am."
I saw the way she looked at me when I called her ma'am. Shit, she was probably only four or five years older than me. I have to stop saying that, I thought; people are going to think I'm weird.
Later, I found out my goddess' name was Cathy. She worked from eleven to seven so she could help with the lunch and dinner crowd. I could tell the other two night-time waitresses, didn't like her much. I think they were just jealous.
I wolfed down my food and started on the dishes. They were already starting to pile up. In the last house where I stayed, I not only had to do the dishes every night but every other household chore they could think of, and I had to do it for free. It was hard to imagine getting paid all that money just for doing the dishes.
At seven, Stan yelled at me to take a break and get something to eat. I turned the corner just in time to see Cathy's back as she left for the night. I introduced myself to the other two night-time waitress, Angie and Lois, and ordered a fish sandwich for dinner.
I knew it was stupid, but I couldn't get Cathy out of my mind. For the rest of the night, the more I thought about her the more depressed I became knowing I would never have anyone in my life like her. By the time I was getting ready for bed, I had tears in my eyes. It wasn't the first time I had pined for an unrequited love.
I was in the third grade when I first realized there was something wrong with me, something that made me unlovable. Her name was Linda. She had beautiful red hair and I really liked her but somehow, the kids in my class, including Linda, found out about my mother leaving me at the police station and taunted me all year. At first, it made me mad, but after a while, I realized they were right, if your own mother doesn't want you, nobody else ever will.
The next morning, I awakened to the sound of voices and clanging dishes from the floor below. I had no idea of the time but the restaurant was obviously open so I knew it was past seven. I got up, pulled on my pants, and walked down the hall to take a shower. The bathroom was pretty small. There was a toilet, a sink, a small shower and not much floor space in between. I started taking my pants off when I noticed there were no towels. Damn, I cussed under my breath. I hadn't had a shower since I was dropped off, and I was really looking forward to it.
I reached in my pocket to see how much money I still had from the fifty... nine dollars and change. Not much, but I remembered passing a Salvation Army Store the other night. I wondered if they had towels.
I went downstairs to get some breakfast. Stan smiled at me when I walked by the kitchen. About twenty minutes later, and with a full stomach, I took off in search of that store. I couldn't remember exactly where it was so it took me a little time to find it. I looked around. They had a lot of stuff and I wished I had more money. I finally found stacks of towels. They were only two dollars apiece, so I went through them and picked out the two fluffiest.
I was headed for the check out when something else caught my eye. It was an old-fashioned shoe-shine box. I opened it and there were several colors of shoe polish, some rags, and a brush inside. The price tag said five dollars. Hell, I didn't have anything to do during the day... I could shine shoes for extra money.
The first thing I did when I got back was take my shower. Damn, it felt good. I didn't time it, but I'll bet I was in there a good ten or fifteen minutes. I felt like a new man as I stepped out and started drying myself off.
I had been wearing the same pants all week, so rather than put them back on, I picked them up from the floor and threw them over my shoulder. I wrapped my wet towel around my waist and tucked the corner inside, but it was so loose it was slipping down. I tried cinching it up tighter but no matter how snug I got it, it would loosen up again as soon as I moved. I was thinking I'd have to hold it in place with my other hand, but then I thought, why bother? There's no one up here except me. It's only about twelve feet back to my room, what am I worried about. I just held the towel in my hand and started down the hall, naked as a newborn.
I had almost reached the doorway to my sanctuary when I got the shock of my life. A young girl about my age charged up the stairs and came to a screeching halt right in front of me. Traumatized, we both stood there, frozen like two deer caught in headlights, just staring at each other. It wasn't until I realized her eyes were glued to my crotch that I remembered I was naked.



"Jesus," I yelled as I quickly covered myself with the towel and backed against the wall. She giggled as I carefully sidestepped my way along the wall and ducked into my room, closing the door behind me.
A lot of good it did. She walked in on me before I had a chance to put anything on. "Hey, get out of here," I yelled again.
"You must be Carter," she casually replied.
I was anything but casual as I covered my cock and balls with both hands. "Who are you?"
"I'm Serena," she answered.
"What are you doing up here? Nobody is supposed to come up here."
"Dad said I should come and get you to come down for lunch."
"Dad?"
"Yeah, Dad, you know, Stan, your boss, the guy who owns the restaurant you work at."
"I... I didn't know he was married."
"He's not, not anymore anyway. He and my mom are divorced."
I couldn't believe I was standing there naked having a conversation with my boss's daughter. "Well, get out of here, will ya. I have to get dressed," I told her.
"Carter, I'm nineteen, I've seen a naked boy before."
"Not this boy," I shot back.
"You wanna bet," she replied with another giggle.
I'm not quite sure what was more humiliating, me standing there naked or the hard-on I could feel growing from behind my hands. "Come on," I almost begged, "get out of here so I can get dressed."
"Oh, okay," she replied, reluctantly. "I'll meet you downstairs. Don't take too long though or I'll come back up and get you," she said with a smile.
She left the door open on her way out so I didn't move my hands until I heard her descending the stairs. God, was I embarrassed. The last thing I wanted to do after that was face her again, over lunch. I sat on the bed and contemplated jumping out the second-story window headfirst.
I put on a clean pair of pants and shirt, combed my hair, and took a deep breath before going downstairs. Stan saw me as I passed by the kitchen. "She's waiting for you," he called out with a smile. I just smiled back and waved.
As I entered the restaurant, I scanned the room, but the first person I saw was Cathy. My heart skipped a beat again. As she moved, I saw she was taking Serena's order. I felt incredibly self-conscious as I approached and slipped into the booth opposite Serena. Cathy turned to take my order, and I saw her laugh inwardly to herself when she recognized me. I was sure Serena had told her about catching me naked and the two of them were having a good laugh at my expense.
Admittedly, I had a chip on my shoulder. All my life I'd had people belittle and laugh at me but it really hurt when I saw that look in the eyes of my goddess. Then I thought, what did I expect? It made me even angrier than I was. Serena noticed my attitude immediately as I gave Cathy my order. It must have been something in my voice.
"Jesus, who pissed in your Cheerios?" She said as Cathy walked away to hand in our orders. "Are you still pissed because I saw you naked?"
"Shhh," I whispered, "you don't have to blab it to the whole restaurant," I admonished.
"I haven't told anyone," she replied.
"What about Cathy just now?"
"No, of course not."
"Then why was she laughing at me when she took my order?"
"She wasn't laughing, she was smiling. She smiles like that at everyone. Christ, are you always so paranoid?"
Okay, maybe I WAS being overly sensitive. I had to learn that not everyone in the world were like most of the people from my past. I apologized and thought I'd change the subjet.
"Does your dad know what a pervert you are?"
"Absolutely not. He thinks I'm more of a pervert than I really am," she said with a laugh. I didn't want to, but it was hard not to smile at that. "Wow, is that a smile I see?" She teased. "Dad says he thinks you've had it pretty rough but I know he likes you and he's usually a pretty good judge of character, so come on, tell me about yourself. Based on what I just saw, I have a feeling Dad's right about you having a tough life so far."
I really wasn't in the mood to tell my life's story. "There's not much to tell."
"Oh, come on," she replied, "Dad says you're eighteen. How come you're living alone? Where're your parents?"
"Beats me," I answered, "never met them."
She looked a little confused. "Never met who?" Then it dawned on her. "Your parents?" She gasped out in shock. "How can you never meet your parents?"
Whether I was in the mood or not didn't seem to make much difference. It didn't appear she was going to stop asking questions, so I thought, what the hell...
"Well, not that I remember, anyway," I answered. "My mother left me in front of a cop house when I was three days old. When I told your dad my last name, I'm pretty sure he thought I was making it up, but I was found on Larrabee Street so that's what they named me."
"Oh, my God, Carter, that's horrible. So, where have you been living all this time? Did somebody adopt you?"
I had to chuckle. It's the life-long dream of every orphan: to be adopted into a loving family; the truth is, it rarely happens that way.
"No, I was never lovable enough to be adopted. I was placed in a few foster homes, but it never lasted that long. Most of the people just wanted the money they get from the state or somebody they could put to work as a housekeeper."
"Jesus, Carter, I... I can't even imagine living like that. I thought I had it bad when my folks got divorced but..." Her words were lost in thought as she tried to envision the atrocities of my life. "Does my dad know all this?"
"No, and I appreciate it if you didn't spread it all over town. I don't need..."
"I won't say anything," she said, anticipating what I was going to say, "but you should tell my dad. Maybe he can help you some way."
"He's already helped me—a lot. You have no idea what it means to have a place to sleep every night, a place of my own... kind of."
"And I invaded that space, didn't I?" Serena said, now having some idea of how I must have felt.
"You didn't know," I countered.
"Yeah, but I shouldn't have just gone up there like that. I should have yelled or knocked on the wall or something. I should have warned you some way. I'm really sorry, Carter. I'll never do that again, I promise."
"Thanks, Serena, I appreciate that."
Just then, Cathy came with our food. She looked at me again as she set it down on the table. "So, you're here two days in a row. Are you a friend of Serena's?"
Serena answered before I had a chance to open my mouth. "He works here, Cathy."
"He does?"
I finally broke out of my trance and spoke. "Yeah, I'm the new dishwasher."
"Oh, okay; I guess I'll be seeing a lot more of you then." She smiled and my heart melted. "Well, welcome aboard," she said as a couple of guys came in and sat in her section. She excused herself and walked over to take their order. Serena noticed I was still staring.
"You can close your mouth now," she commented, "you're catching flies."
"She's really nice."
"Yes, she is. We struck up a friendship when she first started here," Serena replied. "A little old for you though."
I chuckled, "I'd never have a chance with anyone like her anyway. I think some people are just destined to be alone all their lives. I used to dream about having a family someday. A real one, you know, like a wife and kids, all that stuff, but I don't really think it'll ever happen, not for me; I guess I'm just not the type."
I'm pretty sure the look I saw on Serena's face was one of pity, and although I did kind of pour my heart to her, I wasn't looking for pity so I changed the subject again.
I found out she and her mother still lived in the same house she grew up in. Her dad fixed up the apartment in the back of the restaurant a few years earlier when he and her mom split up. She didn't say why they divorced, but I got the impression she blamed her mom more than her dad. I could tell she took it pretty hard when Stan moved out, but I think she was embarrassed to say so after knowing what I'd gone through.
Over the next couple of months, Serena came by the restaurant a several times a week and we'd have lunch. I really liked her. She was fun and easy to talk to. Unfortunately, she was going to college in the fall. I didn't tell her how I felt, but she was the first and only real friend I'd ever had. I cried in my room all night after she left.
In the meantime, I had talked Stan into giving me a little space in the corner of the restaurant that was too small for a table. I found an old wooden chair in the storage area and built a small shoeshine stand from some scrap lumber. Stan took ten percent as rent for the space, but even after deducting Stan's cut and my supplies, I was still netting between twenty-five and thirty-five dollars a day, shining shoes. Stan loved it because people would sometimes see the sign I put in the window, come in for a shoeshine, and stay for lunch.
Stan helped me open a savings account in the bank down the street. Hell, I was bringing in over three hundred a week and still had free room and board. The money piled up in no time.
It was mid-November and old man winter was already setting his sights on Chicago. I put my 'out to lunch' sign across my stand and walked over to the counter for something to eat. Cathy was there and started to take my order.
"I'll bet you miss Serena, don't you?"
"Yeah, she's really nice to talk to," I responded.
She looked at me with kind of a sarcastic sneer. "Talk, yeah-right, I'm sure you two did more than talk."
I had no idea what she meant. In another three months, I was going to be nineteen but I was a newborn baby when it came to the things Cathy was talking about. She looked as if she was studying my face.
"Come on, you mean to tell me you two weren't doing the horizontal Mambo?"
I still had no idea what she was talking about and evidently, it was very apparent. "You know, screwing... fucking... Jesus, are you really that naive?"
I must have turned twenty shades of crimson. "I... I... no, we never..."
"Damn," she interrupted, "really? Why not? I know she sure wanted to. Every time she looked at you it was written all over her face."
That was news to me. Now I was not only humiliated but my mind was spinning with thoughts of what I might have missed. I'd never had a girlfriend before, and the only thing I knew about sex certainly taught me nothing about making love to someone.
"You must be really bad at picking up signals," Cathy said. "Wait... ar... are you a virgin? You are, aren't you?" she said with a slight chuckle.
I stammered as I tried to deny it, but I wasn't very successful.
"Well," she said, "we just might have to do something about that."
My brain went crazy as she turned to put my order in. She just smiled at me again as she picked up a coffee pot and strolled out to give her customer's a refill.
What did she mean? I knew what I hoped she meant, but that was unthinkable. I played her words over and over in my head trying to figure out what she really meant. There was no way a woman like Cathy would have sex with someone like me. She was too beautiful. She could have any man she wanted.
That last thought forced me to realize something... she was making fun of me. Of course, I should have known it from the beginning, all that stuff about Serena and shit... I almost fell for it. God, I felt so stupid. She had no idea of my past so I didn't think she meant to hurt me. It was just a little teasing as far as she was concerned. I'd been made fun of all my life. You'd think I'd be used to it by then, but the truth was, it really hurt coming from Cathy.
Years prior, I told myself to hell with people who made fun of me. I'd simply ignore them and eventually they'd leave me alone. Over the next couple of weeks, I tried staying away from Cathy as much as I could. My feelings were hurt, and although I'd still take a bullet for her, I didn't want to be the butt of her jokes anymore. I didn't even think she noticed, but I was wrong.
It had been pouring rain most of the day and we were uncharacteristically slow around lunchtime. With only a couple people in her section, Cathy came over and stood in front of me while I was eating. "All right, hotshot, what's wrong?"
I tried to play dumb. "What do you mean? Nothing's wrong."
"Don't give me that BS. You've been avoiding me like I have the plague or something; spill it."
I knew if I told her I'd sound like a whiny little punk but it just came out anyway. "You... you hurt my feelings before, that's all. No big deal."
"I hurt your feelings, how, when?"
"When you were making fun of me about Serena and... and about... you know... having sex with me," I mumbled.
"What makes you think I was making fun of you?"
"Oh, come on, Cathy, I doubt very much Serena would want to have sex with me, and I KNOW someone like you could have any man she wanted, probably any man in the whole city, so why in the world would you have sex with me?"
She just stared at me for a few seconds before... "Wow..." Just then someone at her table asked for more coffee. "I'll be right back," she flatly stated, "don't you move."
It appeared I'd really ticked her off, but I wasn't quite sure why. She was back in no time.
"First of all, I wasn't making fun of you. I saw the looks Serena was giving you. She has feelings for you, you're just too naïve to pick up on it. You're a nice, hard-working, handsome man with zero self-confidence. I offered to have sex with you because, from what I've heard, you've had a life full of bad breaks, and from what you just told me, you think very little of yourself. I believe it's about time to turn that around some. At the very least, you need to learn some social skills, or someday you're going to be an eighty-year-old virgin.
She reached over and grabbed a napkin from the container and started writing on it. "Here, this is my address. Come by after work."
"I... I don't have a car."
"It's fourteen blocks. If I can walk it, so can you."
"I... I don't get off until eleven o'clock," I stuttered.
"I know. I'll be waiting." And with that, she picked up a few menus and walked over to seat the three gentlemen who had just walked in. As I followed her with my eyes, I noticed it had stopped raining. I glanced at my stand and saw my first shoeshine of the day. It had been so slow that I hadn't bothered to put my "out to lunch" sign up, so he just stepped up and sat down. Oh well, I thought, I didn't really want to finish my lunch anyway.
I never did get a chance to talk to Cathy again. We were both pretty busy. At three o'clock, I closed my stand and went back to the kitchen. When I stopped for dinner a few minutes after seven, she was already gone. I was still having a really hard time believing she was serious, but I was smart enough to know there was only one way to find out.
I wanted to run, but I didn't want to be all tired and sweaty when I got there so I walked at a normal pace until I found myself standing in front of an old-style, six-floor, apartment building. It was a good thing she gave me the apartment number, because I didn't see her name next to the buzzer I was ringing. She was waiting for me with the door open as I reached the top of the third floor.
"You made it," she greeted with a smile. "I was afraid you might chicken out."
I was so nervous all I could think about was how badly I had to pee. "Ah, can I use your bathroom?" I asked with a red face.
"Sure, it's right around the corner there."
When Cathy heard the door open, she raised her voice slightly to make sure I heard her. "In here, Carter."
Following her voice, I turned the corner to find my ultimate dream girl sitting on the edge of her bed. Immediately, my cock started to harden.
"Come on, sit here next to me," she said, patting the bed. "I've been thinking about this for a while. I like you, Carter. You're polite, hard-working, intelligent, and humble; boy are you humble," she chuckled. She gave me that million-dollar smile and started to unbutton my shirt. "Just relax," she told me.
By the time she reached the forth button, my cock was so hard it hurt. With in a couple of minutes she had my shirt opened and my pants lying in a heap on the floor. She knelt between my legs, looked up at me with those blue eyes, and licked the shaft of my penis. "Not bad," she said with that smile.
"Oh, Cathy, I... I'm sorry but I... I'm going to come."
"So what we do is slow down until the urge passes," she said. "When you learn to pace yourself and know when to slow down and when to give it a hundred percent, you'll be able to go for hours."
Of course she was right. In the time it took her to explain, the urge had passed and I was almost out of my head in ecstasy as my dream girl gave me my first blowjob. It was several minutes before I got the urge again but Cathy kept going that time. Even while it was happening, I couldn't believe I was coming in Cathy's mouth. When I finally came back to the land of the living, I saw Cathy, still on her knees, looking up at me and licking her lips. I thought I was going to come again right there and then.
She stood up and asked me if I'd like to undress her. I was actually going to see her naked. I took off my shirt and threw it with my pants.
"When you're with Serena you'll want to be behind her for this part. You're going to slowly and sensually strip her while kissing the back of neck and maybe gently nibbling her earlobes. Don't be in a hurry; set the mood. Don't ever be a 'wham-bam-thank-you-ma'me' kind of guy when making love.
"There is a time and a place for it. It's a called a quickie, but I'll let Serena introduce you to that if she wants."
As anxious as I was to see my dream girl naked, I followed her directions and took my time. When I was done she stood in front of me for a few moments and let me feast my eyes.
"Okay, you've had your eyeful," she said while climbing into bed. "I'm sure you've heard the term, 'eating pussy.' I've never been a man but I assume, euphoria wise, it's equivalent to what I did for you, so I hope you're not squeamish because it's a very important part of making love."
I'll admit, what she had me do was a little shocking at first, but once I heard her moans and knew the pleasure I was giving her, I really got into it. Giving Cathy that first orgasm was the biggest thrill of my life. I didn't want to stop. I gave her a second and a third... I felt her hand on my head.
"Okay, okay," she said, breathlessly. "I... I can't take anymore. Damn, you're a quick leaner but it's time to put it in me. Come on up here, I'll guide you in."
I had been so hard I thought I would come the moment I slipped into those heavenly gates but I remember what she said about taking it slow and easy. She was moaning again. I paced myself like she said and was able to give her two more orgasms before we came together.
We lay side by side while trying to catch our breath. "You're a good student, Carter. I hope this gives you some confidence because you sure have nothing to be insecure about."
Once we were rested we did it again, and then again. I was getting ready to blow my load for the third time when...
"WHAT THE HELL, CATHY?"
The forceful baritone voice scared the life out of me. My eyes must have been as wide as two frisbees as I looked at the man standing in the doorway. He was mean looking with a shaved head, a two-day-old beard and tattoos going down both arms. If I hadn't been hard as a rock and inside Cathy at that moment, I swear I would have pissed myself.
"Frank, what are you doing home?"
"We had an accident at the plant. They shut the whole production line down and sent everyone home. Who the hell is this?" Before Cathy could answer, he got a better look at me. "Jesus Christ, Cathy, he's nothing but a kid. When did you start robbing the cradle?"



I finally found the courage to speak. "Cathy, who... who is this guy?"
"Frank, my boyfriend," she replied.
Her words sliced right through my heart. "But I... I thought I was your boyfriend."
"Oh, for Christ's sake," Frank uttered with a dismissive roll of his eyes while throwing his arms in the air. "I'm going to get something to eat." He turned and left the room.
Cathy looked back at me. "You'd better go. I'm sorry about this."
"I... I don't want to leave you alone with him." I knew that guy could break me in two with his bare hands, but I wasn't about to leave my goddess in danger.
"You want to protect me?" she asked with a smile. We both knew how useless I would be, but she knew I was sincere. I'd fight to the death to keep her from harm. She put her hand behind my head and pulled me into a soft kiss. "You are a really sweet boy, Carter but there's no need to stay. Frank would never hurt me. I'll be perfectly safe, I promise."
I had so many thoughts swimming around in my head that I almost walked right past the restaurant. Ever so quietly, I let myself in through the kitchen entrance and went straight to bed. I laced my fingers behind my head and stared at the ceiling. Damn, what a night. I hoped I did the right thing by leaving. She said it was all right and he really didn't seem like he was all that mad.
I guess I was letting my immaturity and inexperience show through with my comment about her being my girlfriend, but I'd always heard that when two people made love it meant they were girl and boyfriend. I guessed that wasn't always the case.
What about Serena? She'd be coming home soon for Christmas vacation. I had no idea what to do. If Cathy was right, I knew I wanted to make love to her and show her what I'd learned, but I couldn't just say, "I want to make love to you... " could I?
There was another consideration, Stan. He'd been nothing but square with me ever since I'd met him. I certainly didn't want to go behind his back and have sex with his daughter. If he found out, I could lose it all, my room, my job, he might even forbid her to see me again.
I never knew sex could be so complicated. I had one question after another whirling around in my head but no answers. Eventually, I drifted off to sleep hoping Cathy would have some answers for me.
The next day I was up early. I took a shower and went downstairs for breakfast. I normally opened the shoe shine stand at nine, but not that day. I really wanted to talk to Cathy and knew we wouldn't have time when she was working, so I walked to the apartment building and hung around outside until she came out.
"Carter, what are you doing here?"
"Hi, Cathy, I wanted to make sure you're okay so I thought I'd walk you to work. I also wanted to apologize for that stupid crack last night about you being my girlfriend."
She chuckled a little before responding, I wasn't quite sure why. "Well, as you can see, I'm just fine... see, no bruises," she said, turning her head from side to side.
"Frank and I have kind of an understanding. We were actually going to get married a couple years ago, then I caught him with some redhead one night. I was so pissed I went out and got laid myself. We still lived together after that, but it was purely platonic for a few months. After a while, we both got horny as hell and decided to be live-in friends with benefits. That's pretty much where we still are today, although neither of us has sex with anyone else very often.
"I explained everything to him last night and he was fine, so please don't worry, and please don't worry about the girlfriend thing, I completely understand."
It was a big load off my shoulders to know I didn't cause any trouble between her and her boyfriend but I still had more questions. "Cathy, can I... can I talk to you about... ah... "
"What is it, Carter, just ask; you don't have to be shy with me, certainly not after last night," she said with another small laugh.
"Well, I really do like Serena. I'd like to be able to use the stuff you taught me but... well, how do I... you know... ask her. I can't just say do you want to have sex with me."
"Yeah, I'll admit, that's a little rough around the edges. The first thing is to be yourself. Don't try to be some Don Juan. Wait until you're alone with her then be honest, be sincere, tell her how you feel, and give her a soft kiss on the lips. Things will just naturally progress from there."
That sounded like good advice but I still had one more concern. "What about Stan? I mean, he's been so nice to me and helped me a lot. I... I really feel guilty going behind his back like that."
"Carter, I really hope I don't burst your bubble here, but I doubt very much if Serena is still a virgin and it would surprise me if Stan was naïve enough to think that she is still his little girl. You're what, still eighteen, right?"
I nodded yes. "I'll be nineteen next February."
"She's a few months older than you. Serena was nineteen last April, just before you started working there. Stan likes you, Carter. If I were a father, I'd much rather my daughter was involved with someone I liked and respected than someone I didn't. I certainly wouldn't rub his nose in it, but Serena is a young woman capable of making her own choices, and I know Stan respects that."
That night I felt strange when I went to bed. It was a weird feeling and I couldn't put my finger on it at first, then it hit me... I was happy! For the first time in my life, I was really happy. Oh, I know there were times growing up when I wasn't sad, angry or disappointed for an hour here and there, but I couldn't remember ever being truly happy.
I had friends, three of them, Stan, Serena, and Cathy. That was three more than I ever thought I'd have in my life. Of course, a lifetime of disappointments and betrayals from some claiming to be my friend still made me a little wary, but even some of the businessmen who came to me regularly for a shoe shines would talk to me and be friendly. I knew a lot of people would look at my circumstances and pity me, but for me, it was nirvana.
It was late November. In three weeks, Serena would be coming home for Christmas vacation. I'd have two weeks to tell her how I felt, and hopefully make love to her. I had to make plans, I had to get her alone, I had to figure out when and where. I already had thousands of dollars in the bank, so I could easily afford a motel room. It seemed like the only real alternative.
Every night I went to bed fantasizing about making love to Serena, but making plans to ensure it became a reality was no easy task. I thought about buying a car so I could take her out on a date. The problem was, not only didn't I have a driver's license, I never even learned to drive.
The days seemed to fly by, and the only thing I had was a tentative plan. I figured she'd come to the restaurant for lunch like she did before. I could tell her how I felt and ask her to meet me at a motel later that night. It wasn't what I wanted, but I couldn't think of anything more romantic and I was getting desperate.
Finally, Christmas was only a few days away and I hadn't heard anything about Serena. I decided to ask.
"Hey, Stan, is Serena home for Christmas yet?"
"Yeah, she got home the day before yesterday, but she's been so busy shopping and doing things with her mother, I've only had a chance to talk to her over the phone a few times. I won't get to see her until Christmas Eve... which reminds me, do you have any plans for Christmas Day?"
The question kind of shocked me. I guessed he was just being polite but what plans could I possibly make for Christmas? The restaurant would be closed, so my only plan was stay in my room. "Ah, no, not really," I answered.
"Well, the ex and I were talking, and she agreed it would be nice if you would join us for Christmas dinner."
It was completely unexpected. I'd never even met his ex-wife; I had no idea what she was like. It was a little scary, but it was a chance to be with Serena and I wasn't about to turn it down. "Really?" I asked with excitement. "Are... are you sure? I mean, I'd love to come if it's not too much trouble."
"It's no trouble at all, Carter. You'll ride with me. I'll be leaving about ten Christmas morning. Meet me down here."
"Thanks, Stan, this is so nice of you. Wh... what do I wear? Do I need a suit?"
"Who do you think we are?" he laughed, "the Rothschilds? No, just dress like you usually do; a nice shirt and slacks are fine."
When my foster dad dropped me off in front of that homeless shelter, I had three pairs of slacks, five shirts, some socks, and underwear. I decided it was time for some new clothes. The next day, I was waiting at the men's store when they opened their doors. I had four hundred dollars on me and spent almost every nickel of it. I was going to look sharp on Christmas day.
Later, I got a chance to tell Cathy what was happening. "Have you gotten a present for Serena yet?"
I hadn't even thought about it. I'd never bought a Christmas gift for anyone before. For that matter, I'd never been given a gift for Christmas before, either.
"No," I gasped. "I... I have no idea what to get her, Cathy. What should I buy her?"
"Well, you want something nice, not too nice, but something personal, something that will show her how you feel. All women love jewelry, maybe a nice necklace."
I guess she could see the panic in my face and once again, came to my rescue. "I'll tell you what, meet me at Ted's Jewelers on Belmont and Southport at nine-thirty tomorrow morning. Besides their regular stuff, they go to estate sales and buy so they have some really pretty stuff that won't break the bank."
It was the first time I'd been in public with Cathy other than in the restaurant. I have to admit to being jealous of the way the guys in the store drooled over her. In a way, I was glad she wasn't my girlfriend. I couldn't imagine having to put up with that every time we went out. She didn't even seem to notice. I guess she was used to it.
The guy behind the counter asked about Serena's birthday. I said it was in April. While talking to me, but never taking his eyes off of Cathy, he told me that meant the diamond was her birthstone. He took me over to where they had some really expensive necklaces that started at over a thousand dollars but Cathy walked over to the used jewelry section. "Oh, wow, this is perfect," she said. "How much is this necklace, here?"
We walked over and saw a long gold chain with a beautiful pear-shaped diamond and two small sapphires on either side. Cathy had good taste. "Four-hundred and fifty dollars," announced the counter guy.
"Oh, come on, you can do better than that," Cathy said while looking up at him with those sparkling blue eyes. "You probably paid fifty bucks for it."
The clerk looked over at an older man who I assumed was Ted. I saw the older guy nod his head. "Three-fifty," proclaimed our clerk. "That's the best I can do."
Cathy looked over at me. "I'll take it," I said. They even put it in a nice case and wrapped it for me.
I knew as we walked out of the store I had to do something nice for Cathy. I noticed her looking at a pair of diamond earrings, so before my shift started, I ran back to the jewelry store and bought them for her. I made sure I took my break before she left and gave them to her. She was flabbergasted and kissed me on the cheek. I learned something about Christmas that year; it could really put a dent in a guy's wallet but it was worth every nickel.
The next day was Christmas Eve. We closed early so all the employees could spend it with their families. Stan apologized for not taking me with him, and explained it had always been a night for just his immediate family. I told him not to worry and not to feel guilty. I would be just fine. I was always on the outside looking in when it came to the holidays. Over time, I made some improvements to my bedroom. I bought a TV and Stan had it hooked up to his cable. I also bought a small refrigerator and a microwave, all the comforts of home.
Christmas morning, I was up early. I couldn't sleep anyway. All I could think about was Serena. I took a nice long shower and even put on some cologne I bought for the occasion. Stan was impressed when I met him downstairs.
I had no idea where we were going. As far as I knew, I'd never been out of the city. I was in awe of all the big fancy houses we passed. I had seen Stan's apartment in the back of the restaurant. It was a lot nicer than where I lived, but it wasn't anything really fancy.
After about forty-five minutes, we pulled into the driveway of what I considered a mansion. I guess to normal people it would be considered upper-middle class. There were a few other cars in the drive, as well. I recognized Serena's and my heart started to beat faster. I reached into my coat pocket to make sure I had her present with me for about the sixth time.
"I see Jen's dad and mom are here already. You'll like them, they're nice people," Stan said. "They've always treated me like their son, even after the divorce. I think it was harder on them than it was for Jen and me. Unfortunately, the person who suffered the most, though, was Serena; she took it hard, real hard."
It was the first time Stan had shared anything about his family with me. It made me curious. "What about your own parents, where do they live?"
"They're both gone," he said, sadly. "My dad died of cancer six years ago. They say it's not possible to die from a broken heart, but I believe that's what killed my mom. Her health started to decline right after Dad passed away. She only lasted two more years before having a stroke. She never recovered consciousness and died four days later."
"I'm sorry, Stan. I... I didn't know."
"I know. Well," he said, not allowing himself to become melancholy, "are you ready for some turkey?"
"You bet!"
We both walked up the front porch, and Stan rang the bell. A few moments later an older version of Serena opened the door. "Hi, Stan, come on in," she said while giving him a kiss on the cheek.
She then turned to me. "You must be Carter. Welcome, I've heard so much about you from Serena." Just then I heard my name called out and immediately recognized the voice. Serena walked up and gave me a big hug. My emotions soared into the stratosphere. It was the first time anyone had ever hugged me like they really cared for me. I wrapped my arms around her and returned the affectionate embrace. I had never felt that way about anyone before in my life, it must be love, I thought. That's when I heard a male voice.
"Hey, hey, what's going on?"
Serena immediately broke our bond and turned around. I looked past her and saw a tall, good-looking guy standing a few feet away. "Oh, now don't go getting jealous on me." Serena said, "This is Carter, he's a good friend, that's all; nothing for you to worry about."
In that instant, I immediately thought, if this is love I want no part of it. I'd had hopes and dreams crushed before, but I'd never felt like I did at that moment. Her words sliced through to my soul like a hot knife through warm butter. All I wanted to do was turn and run, but I had no place to go.
"Carter, this is Dan Phillips, we go to college together," Serena explained, turning back to me.
Evidently, Serena talked about me and Dan had just put two and two together. "Oh, yeah, Carter, you're the dishwasher that works for Mr. Mancini. How are you?" he said, holding out his hand.
It may have been the hardest thing I ever had to do but I was determined to hold back my tears. I should have known, I told myself as I shook his hand; all the crap about Serena having feelings for me was nothing but bullshit.
After shaking my hand, Dan turned toward Stan, "Mr. Mancini, it's a real pleasure to meet you. Serena talks about you all the time," he said as he again stuck his hand out.
Stan seemed a little apprehensive as he took the offered handshake. I got the impression he was unaware of the boyfriend's presence, as well. Stan's former in-laws wandered into the foyer and I was introduced to them next. I was still desperately fighting to keep my emotions under control when Stan's ex offered to take my coat. In the wake of all my emotional trauma, I'd forgotten about the present. I knew when I heard something hit the floor it had fallen out of my pocket as Serena's mother was hanging it up.
"Oh, Serena," she said loud enough for everyone to hear, "this is for you."
"Me?" She moved over to her mother's side to take a look. "It's from Carter," she said with a smile. "I got you something, too," she told me.
I could feel myself starting to hyperventilate. I was desperate to find a way out of that mess. If Serena opened my present everyone would know what a fool I'd been. Inwardly, I was panicking. THINK, THINK, I told myself, but I was at a loss. There was nothing I could say or do that was going to prevent my humiliation.
The only thing I could think of was to try and talk Serena into waiting until we were alone to open our gifts but her mother shot that down before I got the chance. "Why don't we all go into the living room and sit around the tree while these two open their presents?"
"Good idea," agreed Serena's grandfather.
I felt as if I was being herded into the living room as everyone around me started to move. I was offered a seat on the couch while Serena walked over and retrieved the last remaining present from under their Christmas tree. "You first," she said with a smile as she handed me the small, brightly wrapped package. With her present still in her hand, Serena sat next to me while I opened mine. My first thought was, what am I going to do with this?
"It's not a smartphone. You can't go online with it or anything like that but it comes with two hundred pre-paid minutes," Serena explained. "Now we can talk to each other sometimes."
I had to admit, I'd never been given anything that nice before. I picked it up to look at it. Serena put her present in her lap while she showed me how it worked. Look," she said, pushing a button on the side, "it has a notepad, an alarm clock, and text messaging. And here," she said, hitting another button, "I already put my phone number in here for you."
At that moment, I had no idea how to feel. I knew I should have been grateful that Serena liked me enough to buy me something like that, but after all the buildup I got from Cathy, I couldn't get over my disappointment in knowing we were only friends, at least as far as she was concerned.
I was still going over things in my mind when Serena started to unwrap her gift. All I could do was sit there knowing what a fool I was. "Oh, wow," Serena said when she saw the box with Ted's logo. I think everyone gave a small gasp as she lifted the top of the box and revealed its contents; after which, they all seemed to be stunned into silence. Only her boyfriend expressed what he thought. "Nothing to worry about, huh..."
That seemed to bring Serena out of her trance. "Carter, it's... it's beautiful. This must have cost you a fortune." She raised it in her fingers and stared at it for a few seconds. "It's a diamond, my birthstone," she said looking up at everyone.
Serena's mother was the next to speak. "Carter, it's gorgeous."
I could feel myself wilting into the couch. I could only imagine what everyone was thinking. Thankfully, at least they were kind enough not to laugh. Thank God for Stan; he lightened the mood with a joke. "I think I must be paying you too much there, young man." Everyone chuckled except Serena. She was putting the necklace on. When she had it clasped in back, she reached over and kissed me on the cheek.
"Thank you, Carter." I just smiled and nodded my head. I couldn't help but be self-conscious the rest of the day. I'd glance around and catch someone looking at me, no doubt laughing inside at what a fool I'd made of myself.



At the end of the day, I still enjoyed myself. The food was the best I'd ever had. It was almost ten o'clock by the time we left. Serena gave me another kiss on the cheek and thanked me again for her present as she and her mother walked Stan and me out to his car.
On the ride back, things were pretty quiet for the first twenty minutes, then Stan broke the silence. "I didn't realize you had those kinds of feelings for Serena."
"Oh, we're just friends, Stan."
"Don't try and BS me, Carter. You don't give a gift like that to a friend. You have strong feelings for her. If you won't admit it to me, at least admit it to yourself."
I felt like saying, I already did that, and look where it got me, but instead, I just kept quiet.
"You going to call her?"
"No, I'm not going to bother her. She's with that Dan guy."
"Yeah, I had no idea she even had a boyfriend. I don't know what his story is, but I doubt if Serena is very serious about him. I think she paid more attention to you today than she did him."
"That's only because of the necklace, Stan."
"Don't give up, Carter. Serena can be a handful, and that Dan character didn't impress me. He's no match for her."
Again, I didn't say anything but I was thinking, if a tall good-looking college guy is no match for her, what the hell chance did I have? I looked out the side window at the beautiful countryside and wondered if Dan was spending the night in Serena's bed.
By the time I climbed into my own bed that night, I had reaffirmed in my mind what I'd known since I was eight or nine years old... there was something wrong with me, something that made me unlovable, and I would live out my life alone. After all that time you wouldn't think it would bother me anymore. I had accepted the premise a long time ago, and thought I'd put away any feelings of self-pity, but I awoke the next morning with dried up tear tracks down my face.
Determined to stop feeling sorry for myself, I went downstairs to start my day. I had some breakfast before getting my shoe-shine booth ready. I was just finishing with a customer when I looked up and saw Cathy coming in about twenty minutes early. She came right over and bent down close to my ear. "Why don't you close for a few minutes after this guy. I want to hear all about yesterday. I'll get us some coffee and wait in the booth over there."
The last thing I wanted to do was talk about it, but there was one question I wanted to ask, so I put a 'back in 10 minutes' sign up and joined her. "So-how did it go?" She asked with a big grin.
"It didn't."
She lost her big grin. "What do you mean? What happened? You can't tell me she didn't like the present."
"Oh, she liked it okay. It was her boyfriend who wasn't too crazy about it."
First, she was smiling, then frowning, and lastly, she looked shocked. "Boyfriend!"
"Yeah, she met him at college, they're spending the holidays together at her place."
"Oh, my God, Carter, I'm so sorry. How terrible that had to be for you. I never even gave that a thought."
"I want to ask you a question, Cathy, and I would really appreciate the truth."
"Of course."
"She never had any feelings for me, did she? All that BS you gave me was for what, to boost my self-confidence? I admit, you had me going for a while, but I should have known better."
She almost looked angry. "Carter, she does have feelings for you, I know it. She probably didn't think her feelings were reciprocated. I..."
I held up my hand to stop her. I'd just had it. "Look, Cathy, I know you're trying to help and I do appreciate everything you've done for me, I really mean that. Hell, you gave me a night I'll remember for the rest of my life, but please, no more. I know what my future is and believe me, I'm not worth your time or trouble."
I heard her call my name as I slipped out of the booth, but I was done. Sometimes you just have to accept life as it is and play the hand you were dealt, that's what I intended to do.
Things were pretty quiet for the next couple of days. Cathy was friendly and gave me a smile from time to time, but she kept her distance, which was exactly what I was looking for. I just wanted to be left alone.
I was just finishing up with a shine when Stan came out from the kitchen. That was unusual and he seemed a little aggravated. "Come back and see me in the kitchen when done here, Carter." I couldn't for the life of me think of what I did wrong, but I finished with my customer and went back to face the music.
He washed his hands as soon as he saw me and we walked back to a small table in the corner where he'd sometimes rest a little when things got slow. "Sit down, Carter, I want to talk to you. Where's your phone?"
"Ah, it's upstairs."
"You haven't even taken it out of the box yet, have you?"
"Well, no, not yet. I mean the only person that has the number is Serena, and I'm sure she's busy with Dan."
"I'm sure I told you before, I never get involved in Serena's private life unless I'm invited to, which is extremely seldom, but damn it, Carter, I thought you had more sense than that."
I'm sure my mouth was hanging open as I sat there. I had no idea what he was talking about.
"Go get it and bring it down here."
I was about to ask why, but thought better of it and just went up and got the phone. Stan took it from me, turned it on then handed it back to me before texting something on his own phone. A few seconds later mine rang.
"Answer it," demanded Stan, then he stood up and walked back over to the grill and started cooking again.
I answered and heard an angry Serena on the other end.
"Why haven't you been answering my calls? I bought that phone for you so we could talk."
"I... I know, but I didn't think you'd want to talk with Dan there. I..."
"I knew it," she said angrily and cutting me off. "I don't want to talk about this over the phone. I'm coming out for lunch tomorrow... please be there," and she hung up.
What was she so mad about? I had no idea. As I stood up to walk back out to the front, Stan asked if we got everything straightened out. When I told him she was coming tomorrow for lunch, he just showed his approval with a nod of his head and said "Good."
I didn't get much sleep that night. I couldn't turn off my brain. I kept wondering what lunch was going to be like. I knew she was pissed off about not answering her calls, but it seemed to be more complicated than that.
The next day I had just started shining a pair of three-hundred-dollar, ox-blood wing tips when I saw Serena come in and sit in Cathy's section. I waited until I caught her eye then waved to let her know I'd join her as soon as I could.
When Cathy came over with coffee, she stopped while they talked for a couple of minutes. I strained trying to eavesdrop, but the only words I caught were "boyfriend," and "frustrating." When I was done, mister wingtip gave me a twenty and told me to keep the change. It was the best tip so far. Business was picking up, too. Of course, I had to attribute most of that to the sloppy weather, but it still had me thinking about trying to squeeze another chair into my small corner.
I looked over and saw Serena waiting for me. There was no sense in procrastinating. Sooner or later, I had to face the music. I sheepishly walked over and said "Hi," as I sat down. She looked and me and sighed like she was going to give me bad news. I figured as much and tried all night to prepare.
"First, before we get started, I want to thank you again for this," she said, lifting her necklace and holding it up so I could see it. "Outside of the car Dad gave me when I graduated high school, this is the nicest present anyone has ever given me. I haven't taken it off except to shower."
"Serena, it's..."
"Stop," she said. "I'll give you a chance to talk when I'm done, but I drove forty-five minutes to be here, so this is my show; for now, I talk, you listen.
"First of all, you have no right to be jealous over Dan."
"I know, I..."
"Damn it, Carter, shut up. You have no right because all last summer I made this trip two and three times a week to be with you and you never once showed the slightest interest in me. Jesus, I dropped hints, I flirted, I batted my eyelashes, I did everything I could think of to let you know I was interested, but you never reciprocated, not even a little bit. I thought about just attacking you or at least just coming out and telling you how I felt, but I'm a girl. I want the man to make the first move, not to mention, with your background, I was afraid I might scare you away.
"Do you remember the first time we met?"
I chuckled. "How could I forget?"
"Well, I came out to spend some time with Dad. He told me about this new guy he'd just hired. He told me he could tell you'd had a hard life, but that it had taught you the meaning of hard work, independence and integrity. My dad's an excellent judge of character, so I decided I wanted to get to know you. The more time we spent together, the more I liked you. I can't tell you how disappointed I was when I left for college. I'd spent a good part of the summer with you, and not once did you even try to kiss me, so yeah, when I met Dan, we hooked up. He's smart, good-looking, and he lives in South Barrington Hills, less than half an hour from me."
This was all so confusing, I didn't know if I was coming or going. It was starting to sound like Cathy was right all along. "Can... can I talk now?" I asked, self-consciously.
"No, not yet, I'm not done. Carter, I can't even imagine the life you've lived. I know it's left scars, emotionally, I mean, although I wouldn't doubt you have some of the other kind as well.
"Carter, from the time we've spent together, I know my dad's right about you, but you've got to let go of the past. It's like your prison and it's holding you back. Let it go, please."
At that moment, I realized Cathy WAS right all along; Serena did have feelings for me. I could tell, not by just her words, but by the emotions behind them... and the tears in her eyes. I was completely lost. I had no idea what to say. I had no idea what it was to love someone, all I knew was that I couldn't imagine my life without the person sitting in front of me. It was scary and magnificent at the same time. I finally said the only words that came to mind.
"I'm sorry. I... I honestly had no idea you really liked me that way. I thought you were just being nice because I worked for your dad. Cathy said you had feelings for me, but you'd left already by that time. When your dad invited me to Christmas dinner, I knew I had a second chance and was hoping my present would show you how much I care, but I lost that hope when you said Dan was your boyfriend. I figured he's a college guy. He'll probably make millions someday. I'm just a dishwasher."
She picked a napkin up from the table and wiped her eyes. "Carter, you're probably the nicest guy I've ever known, next to my dad, of course. With your childhood, no one could fault you for being a bitter hateful person, but you're not. As long as I've known you, I've never heard you say a bad word about anyone. You're smart, you're honest, loyal... you're the whole package, almost..."
"Almost?"
"You lack self-confidence—bigtime. Like I said, with your past, it's understandable but you need to realize your own capabilities. Look at you, you're eighteen years old and already a successful entrepreneur..."
"Entre... " I had no idea what she just called me. "What's an entrepren... whatever you said?"
"It's someone who makes their own way in the world. With just five dollars, you started your own business, Carter. You saw an opportunity and took it. I wonder how many hundreds of people walked by that shoeshine box before you bought it and turned it into a successful enterprise. My dad believes you're capable of doing just about anything you set your mind on; so do I.
"Now, I'm guessing that lack of confidence is also the reason you've never made a pass at me. You once told me you thought you were destined to live alone for the rest of your life... why?"
I'd never told anyone about my feelings of being unlovable, and was really struggling with telling Serena but she was being so honest and upfront, I knew I had to do the same. "When I was eight or nine, one of the kids at school found out about my mother abandoning me. She told the other kids and I got teased about being so bad not even my own mother loved me. I... I guess it just stuck with me. I mean, what reason would a mother have to just leave her baby on the sidewalk?"
"So, ever since you were a kid you thought no one would ever like you?"
"Pretty much, yeah; at least not enough to ever have any kind of real relationship. I've never had a friend, not a good one, and I've certainly never had a girlfriend."
I heard her let out a quiet sigh. "Wow, I guess I didn't realize how bad a childhood you had until just now." She hesitated then looked into my eyes. "What I said before still goes, Carter. Somehow, you need to build up your self-confidence, but not just in your abilities, in your personal life as well. Jesus, you are a very likable guy. You're also not bad to look at, especially with your clothes off," she said with a smile. She giggled when I blushed.
"You know what I think you should do?" She didn't wait for an answer. "There's a branch of the Chicago Library not far from here on Milwaukee. You should get yourself a card. They've got tons of self-help books. Maybe they could help."
Her face tightened with a worried look as she stared at me. "I... I'm not trying to be mean, Carter, and I'm not trying to change you... " She stopped and thought for a second. "Well, maybe I am a little, but I just want you to realize what a great guy you are. I want you to see yourself the way others see you."
A smile then stretched across her face. "While you're at the library, you might also look into a few Nora Roberts novels. I expect you to make me your girlfriend, next summer, Carter, but I'm not going to just fall into your lap. I want to be romanced, I want to be swept off my feet. I want you to convince me that I'm your woman and you're my man."
We talked a little more, but she had to leave and I knew I wouldn't see her again before she went back to college. We stood as she got ready to go; she reached out and touched my cheek. "Let me put an end to this nonsense about no one liking you, right now," and with that, she leaned in and very passionately kissed me on the lips. I'd heard the term, 'floating on air' before, but never knew what it meant until that moment.
As it turned out, it wasn't that easy to get a library card. They wanted proof of my address. I had no ID or utility bills that came in my name. Trying to get an ID was even harder. All I had was the state equivalent of a birth certificate that they gave me at DCFS. They finally accepted it, but again, they also wanted proof of residence.
I hated to bother Stan, but I couldn't think of anything else. The first thing he did was make up a bunch of rent receipts for me. He also gave me an affidavit explaining that I lived upstairs from a restaurant, and all the bills came in the restaurant's name. Then he personally took me down to the DMV and finally convinced them to give me a state ID. Once I had that, the library card was no problem, but Stan didn't stop there. On Sundays, we went out to the country where he taught me to drive. I caught on pretty quickly, and by the time the snow started to melt, I had my driver's license.
He had done so much for me, I wanted to pay it back so I started helping him close the restaurant at night. I'd lock up, turn the chairs on top of the tables and mop the floor while he cleaned the grill and the kitchen. I'm not sure if Serena mentioned something to him or not, but we were becoming a lot closer than employer, employee. Sometimes, on a Sunday, he'd invite me to his apartment for dinner, then we'd sit and watch his big-screen TV together. On a couple of occasions, we were both invited to his ex's for Sunday dinner. On the ride out there, I'd silently pray Serena would be there, but it wasn't to be. I did talk to her on the phone.
I could actually feel it; slowly the walls I had built growing up were starting to crumble. I was experiencing something entirely new; I was feeling good about myself. I was thinking about buying a car and how I was going to sweep Serena off her feet when it happened...
It was approaching midnight. I had everything locked up and just finished mopping the floor. I turned out the lights and headed for the utility closet to stow the mop and pour the dirty water down the floor drain. As I passed by the kitchen, I looked in to say goodnight to Stan but didn't see him. I didn't think he'd go back into his apartment without saying something, so I looked a little harder.
That's when I saw one foot sticking out from behind a table. I rushed over and found him on his stomach with his head in a pool of blood. I turned him over and saw a big gash on his forehead just above his left eye. I had assumed he'd tripped and fallen forward against the corner of the table.
I took my shirt off, rolled it up and stuffed it under his head then grabbed some paper towels and pressed against his wound while trying to revive him. "STAN, WAKE UP!" I yelled over and over. Finally, his eyes flickered open. "You fell and hit your head," I told him. "It's bleeding pretty bad. Can you walk? I need to get you to the hospital."
He was trying to speak but his voice was so weak he was hard to understand so I brought my ear down close to his mouth. In a breathy whisper, he said, "Pain... in... " he took another difficult breath, "my chest."
That's when I realized he wasn't just groggy from the bang on his head, he was having a heart attack! I immediately called 911 and gave them the particulars. When they asked if the building was accessible, I rushed to the front of the restaurant. We had a steel security gate that we pulled across the inside of the door and locked with a padlock at night. I unlocked it and pulled it open, then unlocked the door before rushing back to Stan. As I got there his eyes rolled back into his head. I had to keep myself from panicking. Years prior the fire department came to the orphanage and gave us a course on CPR. I ripped his shirt open, interlocked my fingers, and started the procedure like they showed us.
"Don't worry, Stan, you're going to be fine," I told him while pumping on his chest. "I'm not leaving your side, you're going to be okay," I kept repeating. I knew it was only a few minutes, but it seemed like forever before I heard the sirens. "You're going to be fine, Stan. I can hear the ambulance, they're almost here." An instant later, I heard scuffling in the front of the building. "Back here," I shouted. I was still giving him CPR when the first responders came charging into the back.
"Okay, kid," one of them said, "we've got it from here." I stood and stepped back while they took over. They checked for a pulse, gave him a shot of something, and put an oxygen mask over his face while working feverishly to get him stabilized. One of them looked over his shoulder at me.
"You did good, kid."
"Is he going to all right?" I cried out.
"We're going to do our best," he answered.
They moved him onto the gurney and started wheeling him out through the restaurant. My mind was a mess. I wanted to go in the ambulance with him, but I didn't want to detain them while I locked everything back up and I didn't want to leave the restaurant wide open. "Where are you taking him?" I yelled.
"Northwestern Memorial," one of them shouted back. Without any more thought of me, they jumped into the back of the ambulance and closed the door as they took off with sirens cutting through the quiet night. I stood on the sidewalk and watched as it disappeared down the street; it was like time stood still.



I honestly don't know how long I stood there before snapping out of it. I knew my job wasn't done. I had to call his ex and let her know what happened. That's when I realized how badly I'd screwed up. Stan's phone was still in his pants pocket. I rushed into his apartment and looked for an address book but found nothing. It was rounding up to one AM, but I had no choice. It was obvious that I woke her.
"Carter," she mumbled, "what the hell, it's... it's almost two o'clock. What's wrong?" Muncie, Indiana was an hour ahead of Chicago.
"Serena, I'm terribly sorry to wake you but it's your Dad, he's had a heart attack."
"What!" she screamed. She was now fully awake. "Is he... is he..." she couldn't bring herself to ask but I cut her off anyway.
"He's going to be okay. He's on his way to the hospital. Serena, I need to call your mother but I don't have her number."
"Oh, yeah, of course."
After giving me the number, she said she was going to get dressed and drive up. In as stern a voice as I could muster, I told her to stay there until she heard from her mother. I didn't want Serena driving up from Indiana in a panic, especially at that time of night when the roads would be slick. She promised she'd wait.
I called Ms. Mancini and gave her the bad news. I also told her what I said to Serena about staying put until she heard from her. She thanked me and said she'd meet me at the hospital. That's when I realized the keys to Stan's car were also in his pocket.
I threw my coat on, made sure the restaurant was locked up, then started for the hospital on foot. It was mid-February in Chicago. The air was cold and damp and I could see my breath every time I exhaled. I turned my collar up to the icy wind coming off the lake, stuck my hands in my pockets for warmth, and quickened my pace. It was a good three or four miles to the hospital, but all I could think of was Stan. I prayed with every step I took.
I saw Ms. Mancini in the emergency waiting room when I walked in. She was looking at the floor and wiping her eyes with a tissue. "How's he doing?" I asked as I sat in the next seat.
"I don't know yet. They took him into surgery to insert a stent. That's all I know so far." She looked at me a little closer. "Your face is all red. Did you walk here?"
"Yeah, I figured I'd make it here faster on foot than waiting for a cab at this time of night."
"Why didn't you take Stan's car?"
"I didn't think to get the keys out of his pocket before they took him," I explained.
"Oh, you poor kid; it's freezing out there."
"To tell you the truth, my mind was on Stan and I didn't even feel the cold that much."
Just then her phone rang. She took it from her purse and looked at the screen. "It's Serena," she said, "it's the third time she's called. I'll talk to her from the lobby, I'll be back in a few minutes."
She wasn't gone too long, ten minutes at the most. "How's she doing?" I asked.
"Not good. She still wants to make the drive up here but I convinced her to wait until we know more. I know stents are considered minor surgery. I'm hoping that means it wasn't a major heart attack and he'll be good as new in no time."
Based on what I saw, I wasn't as confident, of course, I didn't tell her that. I got us a cup of what the hospital called coffee from a machine, and we sat and waited pretty much in silence.
After more than an hour, we heard the nurse call for Ms. Mancini. After a brief conversation, she came back and said we could wait for the doctor in a small consultation room. It was another twenty minutes before he showed up.
"Ms. Mancini, your husband had a severe heart attack. Three of the four main arteries to the heart have a lot of blockages. We did an emergency angioplasty to temporarily alleviate some of the stress on his heart. We inserted a small tube into the main artery from the groin. With that in place, we're able to introduce a balloon that we inflate to push the plaque back and open the artery. Right now, he's too weak to survive open-heart surgery. We're going to keep him here for a few days until he's stronger, then we'll be doing a triple by-pass."
I knew Ms. Mancini was hoping for a better prognosis. She had been nervously twisting a hanky in knots while listening. "Is he going to be okay? What are his chances?"
"Very good," the doc responded. "He's young, he's strong, and I saw nothing in his history to indicate any complications." You could see at least some of the stress leave her face. That's when the tall, distinguished looking doctor turned to me. "Are you the young man who was with him when he had the attack?"
"Yes, sir," I answered.
"You probably saved his life; you should think about training to become a first responder."
Ms. Mancini quickly turned her head toward me. "What did you do?"
"I... I just..." I guess the doctor decided he could explain better than I could.
"One of the guys who wheeled your husband into the ER said he was giving your husband CPR and wouldn't stop until they were ready to take over. Your husband was very lucky to have him there. If he'd been alone, I don't think we'd be having this conversation.
"Right now, we're getting your husband set up in a room upstairs, Ms. Mancini. The anesthetic we gave him was just a local, so you'll be able to go up and see him briefly, but don't stay too long. He's going to need all the rest he can get."
She agreed we wouldn't stay long. It was only a few minutes later when they gave us the room number and said we could go up. Ms. Mancini grabbed my arm for support and let out a quiet gasp as we reached the doorway. Stan was as white as the sheet that covered him and had tubes running from each arm to bottles hanging from stands and machines that flashed and beeped. The bandage over his left eye covered half his forehead. It was downright scary.
His eyes were closed when we walked in. For a minute, we both thought he was asleep, but he must have heard us because he turned his head, opened his eyes, and gave us a big smile. "Hi, guys," he said with an even broader smile.
Ms. Mancini hurried over to him and carefully leaned down and kissed him on the lips. "Don't you ever do this to me again, Stanely Mancini; you scared me half to death."
He chuckled, "Sorry, my dear, I'll try to remember to never do it again. Did you talk to the doctor?"
"Yeah, just before we came up."
"Then you know it's not over yet."
"Yeah, we know, but he said there was no reason why you shouldn't be good as new."
He looked over at me. "Carter, I'm glad you're here"
"He saved your life," Ms. Mancini said, cutting him off.
He looked at his ex then back at me. "Wh... what did you do?"
"Several years ago, at the home, they taught us how to do CPR. It was the only thing I could think of," I told him.
"The doctor said he wouldn't stop until the emergency guys took over."
Stan looked back at me again. "It sounds like I owe you my life, Carter."
"Just get better," I replied.
"I will, thanks to you," he responded. "Listen, I think I'm going to be laid up for a while and I'm going to need someone I can trust to run the restaurant."
I thought he was asking for my opinion. "Ah, well Jerry's been there the longest."
"No, no, I want you to run it until I get back on my feet," he said.
"Me?" I questioned. "Stan, if this is because of what I did, I appreciate it, but..."
"No, I'll have to find some other way to thank you for that. No, as I said, I need someone I can trust, that's you."
"Stan, I don't know the first thing about running a restaurant. How about Ms. Mancini, I'm sure she'd do a much better job than I would."
"She has a job of her own," he replied. "Look, everything you'll need is in the filing cabinets in my apartment. I have order forms, inventory lists, all the vendors, past receipts, the whole ball of wax. Brian Wilcox is my accountant. There's a whole folder in there with all his information. He can help you with the payroll."
I was panicking. "Stan, there must be someone else you can trust and who will do a much better job than me. I've never done anything like this before."
Just then we all heard Ms. Mancini's phone ring from her purse. "Three guesses who that is," she joked. She grabbed her phone and handed it to Stan. "It's for you," she said. Of course, we could only hear Stan's side of the conversation.
"Hi, baby... I'm fine thanks to Carter... Yeah, they tell me he saved my life... Yeah... Well, I'm going to be resting up for a few days, then I have to have some surgery... Open heart... Yeah, I guess I have some blockage in three arteries... Honey, you don't have to do that; I'd rather you concentrate on school... All right, I... "
Stan stopped talking for a second and looked over at me as if a lightbulb went on in his head. "Hey, sweetheart, since you insist on coming up here anyway, do you think you could show Carter how to run the restaurant? Outside of you, he's the only other person I trust. I'm going to be laid up for quite a while and you can't spend too much time out of school, but if you could show him the ropes, that would be a big help... Great, thanks, honey... Okay, I'll see you tomorrow then... Drive careful... Love ya, bye."
"That's settled then," he said while giving the phone back to his ex and looking at me. "Serena knows as much about running the restaurant as I do. She's coming up later today. Take my phone with you tonight and call all the employees before they leave for work and let them know what happened. Give 'em all the day off with pay.
"Serena will be down and go over everything with you. She's going to spend the night in my apartment, help you open the place tomorrow and let everyone know what's happening."
"Honey, do you mind if he uses your car while you're laid up?" Ms. Mancini asked.
"No, of course not. You might need it to pick up supplies, as well," he told me.
That's when an elderly lady in a white uniform came in to kick us out, saying Stan needed his rest. I grabbed Stan's car keys and phone from his pants before leaving. It was four in the morning by the time Ms. Mancini dropped me off at the restaurant before going home. I should have been tired, but I wasn't. I was still on an adrenaline high and my mind was spinning like a windmill in a hurricane; needless to say, I didn't get any sleep.
At six o'clock, I started calling the employees. I told them about Stan and that they had the day off with pay. Of course, everyone was concerned. I told them all I'd call again the following day and let them know what was going on. I checked with the hospital and they said, because he needed to rest, visitation was restricted to the immediate family for the time being. I understood and figured Ms. Mancini would let me know if anything happened.
I showered, went downstairs, and put a sign in the window saying we were closed because of a family emergency, then walked down the street to a Denny's for breakfast. When I returned, I started going through the paperwork Stan told me about. It didn't take long before I was completely lost. Everything looked complicated as far as I was concerned. I couldn't see any way that I was going to be able to run the restaurant. I finally gave up trying to make sense of anything and went up to my room. I laid down and turned the TV on to try and take my mind off of things. It must have worked because evidently, I dozed off. I woke up to someone knocking on the wall.
"Carter, are you up here?"
My heart started to pound at the melodic sound of her voice. "Yeah."
"I hope you're decent because I'm coming up."
I was just standing up when she came charging into my room and threw her arms around my neck, knocking us both back onto my bed. The next thing I knew, Serena had her lips pressed against mine and was searching for my tonsils with her tongue. When she pulled away, she started giving me quicker kisses all over my face.
"Talk about sweeping a girl off her feet," she finally said, "saving the life of her dad goes right to the top of the list."
I couldn't think of anything to say, so I rolled her over so I was the one on top and returned her kiss. Before our lips broke apart, I could feel her hands pulling on the back of my shirt. Within seconds it was laying on the floor. Thanks to Cathy, I knew what to do. I stood up and offered her my hand. She looked a little perplexed but took it and let me guide her to her feet. I moved behind her and kissed her neck as I reached round and started to unbutton her blouse. She was starting to moan and leaned her head back, giving me more access to her slim neck.
She was already breathing heavily by the time I had her undressed. I gently helped her back down to the bed and lowered my head to her neatly trimmed pussy. I went all out and did everything Cathy taught me. I had Serena screaming in amatory bliss. She was very vocal and I always knew the moment she was coming. After he forth climax, I quickly stripped and maneuvered myself into position to enter her. I think we were both in heaven as I slipped in. I took it slow at first, like I was taught. When I knew the time was right, I increased my speed and the length of my thrusts.
Serena kept coming and coming. I wanted to go on forever but I couldn't hold it back anymore and we both came with an explosion that I thought must have surely shaken the foundation.
As we lay there still gasping for breath, I thought about how much easier it was to have sex in Cathy's queen size bed instead of my twin. I had to chuckle to myself.
"What?"
"Nothing, I was just wondering how I could get a bigger bed in here," I replied. That made Serena chuckle.
"It was kind of challenging, wasn't it? Are you hungry?"
With everything going on, I hadn't even thought of food until she mentioned it. "Come to think of it, I am. I had breakfast early this morning, but that was it. There's a Denny's a couple blocks down."
"Denny's," she almost shouted as she propped up on her elbow and looked me in the face. "You live in a restaurant and you want to go to Denny's?"
"I don't know how to use all that equipment down there. I can make sandwiches, that's about it."
"All right, lover," she said, jumping out of bed, "get dressed. Your education starts right now. Was anything done with the day's take from yesterday?"
"Ah, no, not unless your dad took care of it before the attack."
"I doubt that," she said. "I'll check when we go downstairs." It only took her a few minutes to count the money in the register, then she counted up the credit card receipts and filled out a couple of bank slips before putting everything in a zippered canvas bag. "Follow me," she said. We went into Stan's apartment where she had me watch while she dialed the combination and locked it all up in a safe. "Okay, let's get something to eat."
Jesus, she knew that kitchen almost as well as her old man. In no time, we were sitting down to a chicken dinner fit for a king and queen. "How do you know all this? Your dad says you can run this place as well as he can, and I believe him. When did you learn to do this?"
"Years ago, Mom used to travel a lot for work. It's really why they're divorced. He wanted her to quit her job, but she wouldn't do it. I think Dad had the impression she had a boyfriend on the side. I don't know if she did or not; I don't think Dad ever knew for sure either, but it just added fuel to the fire.
"Anyway, I spent my summers here when Mom was on the road. Dad taught me just about everything there is to know. I think he always hoped I'd take it over someday when he retired."
"Will you?"
"No, I'm going to be a teacher. That's why I go all the way to Ball State in Indiana. It's one of the best teacher's colleges in the country."
"So what happens when your dad retires? What happens to Plato's Place?"
"I don't know," she replied a little sadly. "I guess he'll sell it. That won't be for a while, though. If I know my dad, he won't retire until he's too old to get out of bed." I think we were both hoping that would be a long time coming.
When Serena mentioned the paperwork her dad told me about, I admitted to looking at it earlier but not being able to make heads or tails of it. She said she was confident that once she explained everything to me, I'd have no problems. At least one of us was confident.
We quickly cleaned up the kitchen, then it was time for my first lesson. Having Serena sitting next to me made it hard to concentrate, but she had a great way of explaining things. I was starting to catch on. At times we'd walk out to the kitchen and she'd show me what food products correlated with what invoices and inventory sheets. We'd been at it for hours, and I could tell Serena was getting tired. I was too so we decided to call it a night. I gave her a kiss and started to leave.
"Where're you going?"
"I was going to my room," I replied.
"After this afternoon you want to go sleep by yourself?" I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was angry.
"No, but I... I don't think it's right for us to sleep together in your dad's bed. It... it just seems disrespectful to me."
"Carter, I told you I used to spend summers here. Where do you think I slept... with my dad? Evidently, you've never had a tour of the apartment. Come with me," she said.
We walked past her dad's bedroom and past the bathroom, which was as far as I ever got when I was there with Stan. I had no idea there was another bedroom beyond that point. Serena flicked the light on. "This is my room, complete with queen size bed and shower. Now, still want to go upstairs?"
I have to admit, reading some of those sappy romance novels paid off. She gave out a little half scream, half laugh when I picked her up in my arms. She hugged me around the neck as I walked over, put one knee down on the mattress for support, and lowered her onto the bed. She had what they describe in those books as the look of love as she pulled me into a kiss.
We made love until two in the morning. I actually made it to a third orgasm and I have no idea how many Serena had but it was quite a few more than three. As we lay in each other's arms, drifting off into dreamland, I had to smile. I finally knew what love was, both given and received.
We were up early the following morning. She was going to stick around long enough to help me explain things to everyone and get things rolling, then she'd take off for the hospital.
Much to my surprise, we actually managed to stay open until Serena returned a little after four in the afternoon. The first thing she did was check the register and credit card receipts, then she walked over and talked to Andy, the night cook, for a few minutes. I took a little break so I could ask her how Stan was doing.
"He's doing great. He's a lot stronger today, already, and his color is coming back. They've scheduled him for surgery the day after tomorrow."
"How's your mom doing?"
"Remarkably well, but then she's always been a strong woman. I suspect inside she's a mess, but she'll never show it."
"And you, how are you doing?"
"Taking it an hour at a time," she replied. "It means a lot to have you here with me. Mom spends the night in Dad's room. They have a bench that folds out into a bed, so without you, I'd be alone at night." She reached up and gave me a quick kiss, followed by a big smile from both of us. "Listen, let's go where we can talk. Dad doesn't want to let anyone go so we've worked out a plan. Hopefully, you'll be okay with it."
We went back into Stan's apartment where Serena explained the problem; the place needed two cooks. I could attest to that from watching Jerry struggle, trying to keep up with the lunch crowd. She said they had discussed cutting the hours, but that would mean he'd have to let some people go and Stan didn't want to do that.



She went on. "Dad always put in sixteen hours as the second cook. Would you be willing to put those kinds of hours in until Dad gets back on his feet? You'll be well compensated."
I was confused. "Yeah, I can put in the hours but how does that solve the cooking problem?"
"You're going to get a crash course on cooking. Dad called Jerry and he said he'd be happy to show you the ropes. I just talked to Andy and he said the same thing. Between them and me, we'll have you cooking up a storm in no time."
"What about the dishes? Who is..."
"Jerry knows a guy who's desperate for work. He'll be here at seven."
That started my training as a restaurant cook. It wasn't as hard as I thought it would be. Most of the meals were done with a set formula, and there were timers on the ovens, the microwaves, and deep fryers... everything. In a lot of cases, you just stuck the food in the appropriate cooker, set the timer, and voila.
Stan came through his surgery with no problems, but he wouldn't be returning to work for a couple of months, maybe longer. He'd stay with his ex after being released from the hospital, then, once he got stronger, she'd drive him to and from physical therapy three times a week. It would be a while before he was back to a hundred percent.
Of course, Serena had to get back to school. She left a couple days after the surgery. God, I hated to see her go. We both had watery eyes as we kissed for the last time in what would be several months.
After a couple of weeks, I was starting to settle into a routine, although at night I'd be out cold before I even hit the mattress. I'd been going strong for a good month when I decided to take a break and actually sit down and eat lunch instead of stuffing my mouth while cooking. I made myself some chicken paragon and took a seat at the counter. Cathy saw me and sat down on the next stool. We hadn't talked in a while.
"Taking a break?"
"Yeah, not for long, but I just had to get out of that kitchen for a few minutes. I don't know how Stan does it."
"He loves it. I don't know what he'd do without this place," she stated. "So, how did my pupil do last month?" she asked with a big smile.
Of course, I knew what she was talking about and I guess I blushed, because she chuckled while looking at me. "A man never kisses and tells," I told her, "but let me just say I am eternally grateful to have had such a skilled and wonderful teacher."
"Oh, my, that good, huh?" She laughed. "Is she spending the week at home with her dad?"
I couldn't figure out what she was talking about. Cathy knew where she was as well as I did. "As far as I know, she's at school. Why would you think she's at home?"
"Isn't this the week they're on spring break?"
Hell, the only thing I knew about college was that you had to be smart to get in. "I have no idea, what's spring break?"
"Just what it sounds like," she replied. "All the college students get a week off. I thought it was this week, but I could be wrong. Damn, I hope I didn't ruin some surprise," she said, scolding herself. "Don't tell anyone I said anything, will ya."
"Your secret is safe with me," I countered with a smile. We both had to get back to work, so that's where the conversation ended but the revelation about spring break lingered in my mind. All the time Serena and I were together, she never once mentioned it. Maybe it was meant to be a surprise, as Cathy suggested, but that didn't seem like it was in character for Serena.
After a couple of days, my curiosity was getting the better of me. Even with the threat of spoiling some kind of surprise, I had to know what was going on. I waited till the slowest part of the day then slipped back into Stan's apartment for some privacy and called Ms. Mancini.
"Hi, Carter. Did you want to talk to Stan? I'm afraid he's upstairs, resting. Can I have him call you back?"
"Ah, actually I was just wondering when Serena comes home for spring break."
"Oh, Carter, didn't she tell you, she's not coming home. She and a few of her friends went to Daytona Beach for the week. As you can imagine, reservations have to be made well in advance for motels. Serena and her friends booked a couple of rooms way back in September of last year. She was going to cancel after Stan's heart attack, but it would have put a real financial strain on the other girls, so it wasn't easy, but we convinced her to go."
"I see," I said, dejectedly. Evidently, she heard the tone of my voice.
"I'm sorry, Carter, I didn't know you were expecting her. She should have told you."
"It's okay, Ms. Mancini. Thanks for letting me know. I have to get back to work, bye."
I still had no idea what spring break was all about. I'm not real computer savvy but I can turn one on and use two fingers to type something into the search engine. I opened Stan's laptop and typed, 'spring break, Daytona Beach.' What I saw almost made me throw up. There was video after video of guys and girls drinking and partying like there was no tomorrow. Half the girls were topless and some were running around completely naked. Shit, the whole thing was one giant orgy.
I knew it was too good to be true. The whole time I was with Serena, there was a little voice in my head telling me it wasn't real. I should have listened to it. I didn't know much about love, but I knew she'd never go down there and be a part of that if she really loved me.
The computer screen was getting blurry and I could feel the tears breaching my lower lids and running down my cheeks. I kept castigating myself. After everything I'd been through, why did I allow it to happen again? I really thought things were different this time.
I had to get back to work. I dried my eyes and went back to the kitchen. Andy asked me if everything was all right. I told him I was just tired and finished the night in silent misery. It wasn't any better later when I tried getting some sleep. I just kept playing those videos over and over in my head.
The next morning, I was dead on my feet and wasn't sure how I was going to make it for sixteen hours. I drank about ten cups of coffee before even opening the place up. On the way in, Holly gave me a second look and Colleen asked if I was okay. Jerry told me I looked like death warmed over and said I should pace myself and he'd pick up the slack, but I was determined to pull my own weight.
The breakfast crowd was thinning out when Jerry and I heard some commotion in the restaurant. We both rushed out to see what was happening. It was Stan. Everyone, including the patrons, had circled him and were asking how he felt while they shook his hand. He had a big smile on his face as he told everyone he was getting stronger every day.
It was so good to see him I couldn't help myself; I walked up and gave him a hug. "You sure look better than the last time I saw you," I said with a big grin.
"Thanks to you," he replied.
Jerry and I had things cooking so we had to get back while Stan finished saying hi to everyone. A few minutes later, I caught a glimpse of him as he passed the kitchen on the way into his apartment. About an hour later he came out and asked if I had a few minutes to talk. He had me follow him back to his flat and offered me a cup of coffee.
"First, I wanted to say you're doing a great job, Carter. I talked to Brian, our accountant, before I left the house this morning, and he told me the numbers are right where they should be. If he didn't know for a fact that I was home all this time, he wouldn't have guessed it from the receipts. We talked about a compensation plan for you and came up with one I think you're going to like. It should be in my email by now," he said as he raised the lid on his laptop. He opened his email and turned the screen around so I could see it.
"Ah, I'm still not real good at reading financial statements, Stan."
"Well," he responded, "in a nutshell, you're getting my salary. As long as the restaurant's bills are paid, I don't really need it while I'm staying with Jen, so I'm transferring it over to you as long as you're acting manager."
I didn't know what Stan paid himself, but I was sure it was more money than I needed. "Stan, you don't..."
"Carter, it's already done, but there's more. When I went in for my last check-up, the doctor asked about my hours. When I told him I worked sixteen hours a day, six days a week, I thought he was going to hit me. He gave me strict orders I was to work no more than eight hours a day from now on. That means I'm going to need another cook. So, when I come back to work, if you agree, I'll take an eight-hour night shift and I hope you'll take an eight-hour day shift. I figure a young guy like you would like his nights free. I also want you to be my manager to take some of the stress off my hands. I'll give you an additional ten percent of the business in compensation."
"Stan, holy cow, it's too much, way too much. Jesus, what would I even do with all that money?"
"Save it for your future, Carter, which brings me to something else I wanted to talk to you about.
"Jen tells me you called yesterday when I was taking a nap. She said you sounded really disappointed when she told you Serena was in Daytona Beach. She hasn't been around you two like I have. She didn't realize you kids had feelings for each other."
I guess I'd make a lousy actor because Stan saw right through me immediately. "What's the matter? You don't have to try and hide it, Carter, it's obvious you two care deeply for each other."
"I... I don't honestly think she cares all that much for me, Stan. Nobody has ever cared for me like that. I thought it was different with Serena, but I just have to finally accept the fact that I'm just not a very loveable kind of guy."
Stan just sat there looking at me for a few seconds. "I don't get it. You don't think she loves you just because she went to Daytona?"
"I've seen the videos, Stan. I know what goes on down there."
"What videos, what are you talking about?"
"Go to your search engine, type in 'spring break, Daytona Beach' and see what comes up," I told him.
He turned the computer back around to see the screen and typed it in. I could hear it playing and watched his face. I could see he was getting angry. "And you think this is what Serena is doing... running around naked and screwing every guy she sees?"
I didn't realize his anger was directed at me until I looked into his eyes. "If that's what you think then maybe you DON'T deserve my daughter."
I was devastated. Getting Stan mad at me was the last thing I ever wanted to do. He was the only person in my whole life who had given me a break. "Stan, I... I..."
He sighed, slumped back in his chair, and stared at me. "Okay, okay," he said. "I guess... I don't know, maybe I'd react the same way if I grew up with your background." He momentarily stared off into space like he was deep in thought. "Hell, I did react like that once and it cost me my marriage," he said, "and you're about to make the same stupid mistake.
"Look, I'm going to forget this part of our conversation, but don't ever bring it up with Serena or you WILL lose her, and I'd hate to see that happen. Not everyone who goes down to Daytona for spring break acts like this. These videos are posted to get people to watch them. No one's going to bother watching a bunch of teenagers relaxing on the beach. I'm not saying this kind of behavior doesn't exist, but I know my daughter and that's NOT what she's doing.
"Carter, I know you've been hurt and disappointed by people your whole life, so I guess it's understandable that you'd jump to the wrong conclusion, but part of loving someone is having faith in them. I learned that a little too late; don't make the same mistake I made.
"When Jen first started her job, she was traveling a lot. I wanted her to quit but I'd only been in business a couple of years and the restaurant was barely breaking even so we needed the money she made; besides, she loved the job. There was one guy she traveled with a lot. I got paranoid and suspected her of having an affair. I never confronted her because I had no proof, just my inner demons feeding my mistrust.
"A few years after our divorce I learned that the guy I thought she was screwing was gay... queer as a three-dollar bill." He chuckled at himself. "Never knowing I suspected them, Jen asked me to be her escort to his wedding. Imagine my shock when I saw two guys standing at the altar.
"I don't know where you got this idea that you're not loveable or likable or whatever you think, but all you have to do is look into Serena's eyes to know she loves you.
"Carter, I have never lied to you, so please believe me when I tell you Serena is not down there screwing other guys. She's down there enjoying the warm sun and the company of her friends. She's squishing the sand between her toes, getting tan, and swimming in the ocean. She's also thinking about you. Despite your past, not everyone is out to hurt you, Carter. Have some faith, please."
After our talk, Stan said he'd been running around all morning and was going back to the house before he got too tired to drive, and I went back to work. I tried to keep my mind on what I was doing but at times I'd drift back to what Stan said. He was so sure of himself when he talked about Serena, I believed him.
Business got slow around nine o'clock, so I told Andy I was going to take a break for a few minutes. It was only ten in Florida so I went upstairs to my room and called Serena. She sounded like she was in a cheerful mood.
"Hey, lover boy, how's my guy?"
"Hi, gorgeous, I'm fine, how are you? It sounds like you're hitting the sauce a little."
I heard her giggle. "You are very perceptive. I'm going to have to remember that. I'm sitting here having a little wine with Susie and Brenda."
I heard some girls giggling in the background, then one said, "Let me talk to him," and someone else was on the phone. "Hey, lover boy, you must be something. You're all Serena has talked about this whole trip." Just then I heard Serena scolding her in the background.
"Give me my phone back."
I heard them scuffling over it and the other girl's voice dying out as Serena regained control of her phone, but not before hearing the other girl yell out, "Got a brother for me?" I chuckled. It sounded like they were having a great time and thoughts about Serena cheating on me were completely lost in the gayety.
"Not as far as I know," I yelled back. We talked for a little longer, and it sounded like Stan knew exactly what he was talking about. Serena told me about all the fun she was having with her GIRLFRIENDS and said she wished I was there... although she wasn't sure how she would keep the other girls away. I laughed again. We said our goodbyes with an added, "I love you," from both of us.
God, was I glad I called. I went back to work with a grin so big Andy did a double take when he saw me. "That must have been some break," he chuckled.
Over the next couple of months, it felt as if my heart swelled bigger and bigger every time I talked to Serena over the phone. For the first time in my life, I was truly experiencing love... no, let me rephrase that, I was in love, and what was even better, I knew Serena was in love with me.
A couple of days later I saw one of my shoe-shine customers sitting at the counter having lunch and decided to say hi. He didn't know I was still working there and was surprised to see me. I gave him a very brief account of how I became a cook. He congratulated me, but said he really missed the shoe shine stand. That gave me an idea.
I put an ad in the paper and interviewed a bunch of young guys and a few girls until I found the right one. Her name was Charlene Archer, and she had just turned eighteen. Her dad was killed while serving his country and she needed a job to help out her mother. I taught her everything I'd learned about shining shoes and gave her the same deal Stan gave me, only she didn't have to quit at three o'clock like I did. I put my old sign back in the window, and in no time, she had a full clientele. Some nights she'd work until after the dinner hour. On a good day she made well over a hundred bucks in cash. It felt good to be able to pay back a little of what Stan had done for me.
It was another month before Stan was able to come back to work. At first, it was a little weird having all that free time, so I bought a laptop and used my evenings to study restaurant management online. I knew the basics from running Plato's, but found there was a whole lot more I didn't know.
Finally, after what seemed like a life-time, it was May and Serena was coming home for the summer. Stan told me she wouldn't get in until late, and after the long drive, would be too tired to come down to the city, but would be here the following day. He also told me he'd be spending the next few nights with his ex, so Serena and I would have the apartment all to ourselves... the sly old fox, I thought with fondness.
Sure enough, I knew the moment she walked in. Cathy's voice went up about three octaves as she greeted her friend. Colleen and Holly were next. A few minutes later she rounded the corner as I turned, wearing a greasy apron and holding a spatula. I think I could have been doused in pig slop and it wouldn't have made any difference. She ran up and threw her arms around my neck. Looking up at me with those deep brown eyes, she asked, "Miss me?" I wrapped my arms around her as our lips met.
"Jesus, you guys, you want me to leave the room?" Our lips were still pressed together as we started to laugh. We looked over at Jerry, who was standing there watching us.
That night, as promised, we had Stan's apartment all to ourselves. In fact, Stan started spending several nights a week at the house in Barrington Hills. During his convalescence, he and his ex both discovered how much they still loved each other. Of course, Serena and I made good use of the apartment whenever Stan was gone.
During the day, when I was working, Serena would sometimes drive home and go shopping with her mom or just visit with her folks, but we spent most nights together. When I was younger, I would have never even dared to dream of ever being so happy. It almost tore me apart when she had to go back to Ball State again. We talked on the phone almost every night and counted the days to Christmas break. This time, she'd have no boyfriend in tow.
Once again I had solicited Cathy's help with picking out Serena's gift, only this time it came with a small speech. When Serena started to unwrap the small package in front of her family, I scooted off the couch and took a knee. As she gasped at the three stone diamond and sapphire engagement ring, I professed my love and asked her to marry me. She very enthusiastically said yes.
She still had two more years of college, so we set the date for three weeks after graduation. That would give me time to save up for a two-week Hawaiian honeymoon.
As time went on, life just got better and better. Stan moved in with his ex full-time, so he gave the apartment to Serena and me as an early wedding present. He said we could live there rent free until we bought a home. The following summer flew by in a flash, and we were saying goodbye again before we knew it. Just one more year after this one, I kept telling myself, just one more year after this one.
With all the money I had sitting in the bank, I was more than willing to pay for our wedding, but Stan wouldn't hear of it. He told me I should use that money to put a down payment on a house and invest some of what was left. I thought about what he said. Of course, buying a house was something Serena and I had to do together but the idea of investing appealed to me.
I took some more courses on investing and gave a lot of thought to the stock market, but it was just too volatile, then opportunity knocked. I saw my former shoe-shine customer again. He was now a very loyal customer of Charlene's. From conversations I'd had with him in the past, I knew he was a banker, so I asked his advice about investing. He agreed the market was not for the faint of heart, then went on.



"Carter, the internet completely revolutionized the global economy. Brick and mortar shopping is quickly becoming a thing of the past. Take the shoe store next door, for instance. After being in business for almost thirty years, they're going belly up."
That was news to me. "They are? Shit, I just bought a pair of shoes there last week."
"Well, you may have been their last customer. They go into liquidation at the end of the month. My bank is holding paper on their business loan. The country is becoming a service-oriented economy. This restaurant, for instance, you can't go to the internet, sit down, and have a cup of coffee; the shoe-shine stand is another example. Find yourself a service-based business that satisfies the needs of a lot of people. Hell, open your own restaurant. You seem to have this one running well."
Of course, I would never do that; I could never go into competition with Stan, but our conversation did give me an idea. I did some scouting around our neighborhood and well as the surrounding area. What I saw was encouraging. I talked with several people, an architect, my banker, a lawyer, and a few others. When I felt confident, I took my idea to Stan.
I was afraid he'd shut me down immediately, but he sat and listened to my plan. He took my concepts and talked with his own people. I was getting nervous when I hadn't heard from him for a while, because if we were going ahead, we had to act quickly. He finally called a meeting which included his baker and accountant.
"Carter, this is a big gamble. You realize I could lose it all, everything I worked for."
"I know, Stan, and believe me, I wouldn't even mention it if I didn't think it would work. Stan, the whole area around here is expanding. There are two new, big apartment buildings going up not a mile from here, and there's no competition for miles. You're the one who said I should invest my money. I know it's a pittance compared to the total needed, but it's everything I have and I want to invest it in this project for a small slice of the pie."
He took a big breath and let it out with sigh while looking at the others. "Okay," he said, "let's do it."
I had talked it over several times with Serena. She obviously had concerns, but said if her dad approved it, that was good enough for her. I set aside the money for our honeymoon and a little more, then put the rest in the kitty for twenty-five percent of the new and expanded, "Plato's II, Dining Room and Banquet Hall." We left the "Place" out of the name, because we thought just "Plato's" sounded more elegant.
The loans were already pre-approved when we bought the defunkt shoe store. We kept the old restaurant just the way it was, but opened the new facility right next door. The banquet hall was booked solid for almost a year before we even opened the doors. The dining room was at capacity on opening night, a phenomenon that repeated almost every night. Stan ran the restaurant and I ran the dining room and banquet hall.
Serena and I were married according to schedule. Watching my bride walk down the isle arm in arm with her father was beyond any fantasy I'd ever had. When asked, "Who gives this woman to this man?" Stan spoke up.
"A few years ago, I promised this young man I would some day find a way to pay him back for saving my life. I am doing that today by giving him the hand of my daughter." He turned to me, "I know you'll love her forever," he said as he took Serena's hand and placed in mine. I was so choked up I could barely speak to thank him. I looked over at my bride who also had crocodile tears running down her cheeks.
After the wedding, we had a fantastic two weeks island hopping in Hawaii. About six months later, we bought a beautiful home, about twenty minutes from her folks. Stan was living full-time with his ex, which meant the apartment was vacant.
I talked to Stan, who said the apartment belonged to Serena and me and we could do whatever we wished with it. Even with Charlene bringing home four to five hundred dollars week, she and her mother, Olivia, were still struggling financially.
I talked it over with my new wife and she agreed. I wanted to meet Charlene's mother anyway, so Serena and I invited them to diner at Plato's II. Judging by how much I liked Charlene, I knew we'd like her mother, and Olivia didn't disappoint.
She was a nice-looking woman, but life made her look older than she was. She was very appreciative toward me for giving her daughter an opportunity and helping her along the way. She talked about her late husband with reverence, and it was easy to tell how much she loved him.
After dessert, Serena said we had something we wanted to show them. We left through the kitchen, out the back door and entered the apartment through the private entrance. Charlene, who had never been back there, and her mother were both impressed.
"Oh, this is beautiful," Olivia told us. "Yeah," confirmed Charlene, "this is really nice."
"We're glad you like it, because we want you take care of it for us," I said.
They both looked at me and had no idea what I was talking about. "Serena and I bought a house. We really don't want to let the place stay empty, and I don't want to rent it out to someone we don't know."
"Carter, thank you, but there's no way we'd be able to afford a place like this."
"Olivia, there is no rent. We need someone to take care of the place. You can live here rent free. All we ask is that you keep it clean and let us know if something needs to be fixed now and then."
Once again, it felt great to be able to pay back some of my good fortune. This time it was so much better because Serena and I were able to share the euphoria... and boy did we share it that night in bed.
Not a day went by that I didn't thank my lucky stars for the way my life was turning out. I had a successful business and wife I would die for. Because of the teacher shortage, she was able to land a good teaching job straight out of college.
For some reason, I remember it was a Wednesday evening when I came home and saw my lovely wife so focused on something on the laptop that she almost didn't hear me come in. When she did notice me standing there, she gave me my usual greeting with a big smile and a kiss. A little later we were sitting on the couch together.
"Honey, have you ever been curious about your heritage?"
We had never really talked about it before, and I wondered what prompted the out of the blue question. "Not really," I replied.
"You don't even know your nationality, do you? Who knows, you could be related to some famous person or something."
"Yeah, like Jack the Ripper or maybe Ivan the Terrible," I joked.
"Or, maybe George Washington or Leonardo Da Vinci," she responded.
"What brought all this on, anyway?"
"For show and tell, today, one of my students brought in a DNA report that mapped his whole ancestry. It was really neat. He said his parents did it for his birthday. I thought of you right away. I checked into it when I got home. That's what I was doing when you came in. It's a hundred bucks. All you do is spit into a little bottle and send it in. It would give you some roots, some sense of where you came from."
I thought about it for a minute or so. I didn't really care, but Serena seemed to be excited about it. "It's okay with me, go ahead and send for it. I just hope I'm not related to anyone really horrible."
About a week later, I found myself spitting into a small glass tube. Serena took it from there. About six weeks later I came home to find Serena sitting in front of the laptop again. This time she looked white as a ghost. I had forgotten all about the DNA thing and was extremely concerned with my wife's appearance.
"Honey, what's wrong?" She just looked at me. "Honey, you're really scaring me. Is someone sick, did something happen? What is it?" My stomach was twisting in knots.
"Ah... no, no," she said as she seemed to come to life again. "Everyone's fine, no one's hurt." She stood up and gave me a kiss, but it wasn't the same as usual and it did nothing to quell my anxiety.
"Honey, something is definitely wrong, what is it?"
She took me by the arm. "Let's go in the living room, it's more comfortable in there." I let her walk me to the couch where we sat down together. By then I was starting to get angry.
"What the hell is going on, Serena? Tell me—please."
"Okay, we got the DNA report back today... "
"Great," I said, half joking, "I knew it, I AM related to Jack the Ripper."
"No, silly, nothing like that. When I told you about the report, I neglected to tell you about another aspect of it. They can match your DNA to others who have taken the same test."
I still wasn't grasping it. "I don't get it, match with who?"
"The computer searches others in its data base whose DNA is related to yours in some way. Cater, your mother's name is on the report."
It felt as if all the blood drained from my body. My mind went blank.
"Honey," Serena continued, "you also have a half-sister named Michelle."
I was feeling light headed and thought I was going to pass out. I could hear Serena's voice, but it sounded like it was in a far-away echo chamber.
"Honey, honey, are you all right? Can I get you something to drink? How about a glass of water? Don't faint on me. Hold on," she said as she quickly rose and rushed into the kitchen. "Here," she said, handing me a glass, "drink this."
I don't even remember drinking it, but I must have because I doubt that she would have handed me an empty glass. I took a deep breath and started to regain control of my faculties. "So... not only does she leave me in the cold to die, but she had another baby by another man? I wonder if she left her to die, too?"
Serena obviously heard the pain and anger in my voice. "I... I probably shouldn't have told you. I debated about it for a long time. Let's just concentrate on where you're from. You've got a lot of European..."
"Is there a way to contact her?" I asked, interrupting her.
"We'd have to join to get access to the information."
"How much is that? Are you sure this isn't just some scam to get our money?"
"No, honey, it's not a scam. This is the biggest ancestry site in the world. People find long lost relatives all the time."
"Okay, I don't care how much it is, go ahead and join. I want to ask her; I want to know what was so fucking bad about me that she left me to die," I almost yelled.
Serena grabbed me and hugged my tightly. "Oh, God, I should never have said anything. I'm so sorry. Let's just forget about it, let's forget about the whole thing."
"No, I want to know, I have to know."
Reluctantly, Serena joined the site and found the address and phone number of the woman who left me to die in the street. Evidently, she was living with her daughter, or vice versa, because the New York address was the same for both of them. I was sitting on the other side of the table when she looked over the computer screen at me.
"I have it, but I think you should wait. You're too upset, honey. If you start yelling at her she might block you, then you'd never find out what you want to know."
"I can't wait. You have no idea what I'm feeling right now. My insides are twisted like a pretzel. I can't go through the night without talking to her."
"Okay, then let me call her. I'm sure I can get a lot more information from her than you would by screaming at her."
I thought about that. "Okay," I said with a sigh, "but put it on speaker so I can hear her. I'll try to stay quiet; I promise."
Serena dialed the number and put it on speaker as soon as it started to ring. "Hello?"
"Hi, I'm calling for Catherine Krause, my name is Serena Larrabee."
"Oh my God, I... I just saw that name in our Ancestry, only it was a man's name."
"Yes, Carter, he's my husband."
It sounded like she turned away from the phone. "Mom, mom, it's his wife. I think we've found him, mom, I really do. I think it's him."
We heard crying in the background. It sounded like my half-sister was also crying. I couldn't help myself. I tried not to sound too intimidating when I spoke up. "This is Carter, we have you on speaker. May I ask who we are speaking to?"
"I'm Michelle, Carter, your half-sister. My God, I still can't believe it's you."
"Can my mother hear me?"
"Just a minute, Carter. Okay, I have you on speaker. She can hear you now."
"Why?" I asked. "Can you tell me why you left me like that? What did I do to deserve that?"
All we heard from the other end was crying. It sounded like both of them. I was getting impatient. I wanted answers, but Serena helped calm me down. Finally, I heard my half-sister's voice again.
"Carter, are you there?"
"Yeah, I'm here. Ask her why, I have to know."
"Carter, she didn't abandon you. You were taken from her."
"What? By who?"
"Your father's mother. She kidnapped you to protect her son."
"From what? I don't get it."
"Carter, it's kind of complicated. If we flew out there, would you be willing to meet us, please? Mom has been looking for you all this time. We joined Ancestry as a last resort. I told Mom it was a long shot, but it worked; we found you. Please let us come out and meet you. We can explain what happened in person."
I looked at Serena, who was almost violently nodding her head, yes. "Okay, I'll arrange and pay for the tickets."
Serena and I met them the next day at O'Hare Field. I couldn't believe how nervous I was. My whole life I had hated my mother with a passion, but my heart melted when the woman who bore me look into my eyes and stroked the side of my face to see if I was real. Michelle was standing next to her. We both grabbed for her when she started to collapse.
"Here," Serena yelled, "bring her over here so she can sit down."
Michelle and I practically carried her over to a bench and sat down with our mother in the middle. She looked to Michelle, "We found him," she mumbled before looking back at me. Again, she touched my cheek. "We... we really found you." We had arranged for them to spend the week with us, during which time I learned the story of how I came to be.
My mother was barely eighteen when she got pregnant with me. My paternal grandfather was a big-wig in the church. When my father announced he was going to be a daddy, my grandparents decided the family couldn't afford the scandal. Two men held my mother while they took me from her arms. It was the last time she saw me until O'Hare.
My grandmother had two officials from the church drive all night until they reached Chicago. I guess they figured that was far enough. When they saw the police station, they stopped. It was three in the morning when that bitch laid me down on the sidewalk before taking off again.
The church sent my father to school in California. My mother never saw him again. They gave her some hush money and threatened her life if she ever told anyone about the baby. She had no way of knowing if I was even alive, but she never gave up looking for me.
I was a different man by the time they left to go back to New York. All my life, even when things were going well, I still carried that hate deep down in my soul. It was like being reborn once I knew the truth. The hate was gone.
Over the next couple of years, we talked weekly. They came out again during Christmas and met Stan, Jen, and Serena's grandparents. It took us another year to finally talk them into moving to Chicago, where Mom can play with her granddaughter and Aunty Michelle can spoil her rotten.
I sometimes wonder what my life would have been like if I hadn't asked about that room for rent, but I don't dwell on it. My life rivals any fantasy I ever had as a kid. Life is good.
The end.
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Cora, Goddess of Spring
The first time I laid eyes on her she was kneeling on the sidewalk and coaxing a skinny little abandoned puppy with a piece of meat.
The poor animal was scared to death and wouldn't come close so she tossed him some ham from her sandwich. When he ate it, she tossed another piece a little closer. It took almost her entire sandwich before she had him eating from her hand. Her friends were standing behind her complaining that she was going to make them late for class. "You guys go ahead," she told them. "I'm going to take him to the vet and see if he's hurt."
I could see the small mongrel shaking from fear as she gently picked him up, then turned and walked right past me with the furry critter lovingly cradled in her arms. She was stunning, absolutely gorgeous. I was entranced as I watched her walk toward the animal hospital a few streets over.
They say you never hear the shot that hits you; the same is true about arrows. I never heard it or saw it coming, but I felt Cupid's arrow as soon as it pierced my heart. It had been years since that kind of warm excitement invaded my soul. I didn't know her name, where she was from, or anything else about her. All I knew for sure was that I would marry her someday.
Since her friend mentioned being late to class, I assumed they were in college. There was only one within walking distance, the one I attended. It wasn't the biggest, but it was big enough; it sat on sixty-seven acres of land and had more than a couple dozen buildings, including a theater, a cultural arts building, a fine arts center, the school for business and management, the teacher's college, and two television and radio stations, just to name a few, not to mention a student body of about three thousand. Just thinking about it had me worrying that I might never see her again, but that was not acceptable. All the way back to my dorm room I wondered how I would find her.
Scott, my roommate, was lying down listening to Pandora on his phone when I walked in. "Hey, man, I just saw the woman I'm going to marry," I told him with excitement.
"You did? Who? I didn't even know you were seeing anyone," he replied.
"I don't know her name yet but she's kind and compassionate, she loves animals and she's the most beautiful woman I've ever seen."
"But you don't know her name?" Scott asked with a smile. "I assume you're going to know it before you marry her," he chuckled.
"Of course."
"Okay, I'm curious, how do you know she's kind and compassionate, and whatever else you said, but don't know her name?"
I was still in somewhat of a trance as I sat down on my bed and told Scott the whole story.
"So, that's it? You're gaga over some broad because she's pretty and gave some mutt her sandwich? In case you haven't noticed, this campus is loaded with good-looking girls. Hell, you don't even know for sure she goes here; just because her friend mentioned being late for a class? It could be a karate class or a Pilates class for all you know."
"Nah, one of them was carrying books in her arms. I wish I'd thought to look at the subject or follow them or something. Damn, I never even thought of it. I was just so awe-struck."
"So, you got a plan? I mean it's a pretty big campus, man. How are you going to find her?"
"I'm not sure... just start searching, I guess. I'll start roaming the halls of every building on campus until I find her."
"And then what?"
"Shit, I don't know. I'll ask her out, I guess."
"What if she says no?"
"I... I'll get down on my knees and beg."
"What if she has a boyfriend?"
"Damn it, Scott, I don't know. Stop being so fricken pessimistic. I'll figure something out, that's all. Nothing is going to stop me from marrying her, you can bet on it."
"Good luck, buddy."
As much as I hated to admit it, Scott brought up some valid points. I thought of trying to come up with some kind of plan but decided my first priority had to be simply finding her. From there, I'd just have to play it by ear.
For the next three weeks, I roamed the campus every chance I got. I walked the halls of every building and frequented every college hang-out I knew of... nothing. I was beginning to think maybe Scott was right, maybe she didn't go to school here, but I wasn't about to give up. If she wasn't on campus, I'd search the whole damn town and keep widening my search until I found her.
Admittedly, I was obsessed. I couldn't get her out of my mind if I wanted to. She was my first thought when I woke up in the morning and my last before going to sleep at night. I had to find her.
When I first started looking for my dream girl, the weather was hot, the leaves were green and still on the trees. As I was coming from the business building, it dawned on me that was no longer the case. Leaves were starting to fall and turn colors. Autumn, my favorite season, was letting itself be known.
It was such a gorgeous day I decided to shelve my search for a little while and stopped in for some brew at the campus coffee shop. I strolled outside to the inner courtyard and took a seat at one of the picnic tables. I sat there enjoying the weather while daydreaming of what life would be like with my wife-to-be when I heard some laughing and giggling behind me. I thought I recognized one of the voices and looked behind me.
It was them, all three of them. My heart started to pound, and my brain cells were firing like an exposed electrical wire in a rainstorm. Without thinking, I swung my legs around to face them and blurted out, "How's the dog?"
The female banter immediately stopped and they all turned and looked at me as if I had three heads. I could see from their faces that I had blown it. It was my one chance, but I knew from their expressions they all thought I was some kind of geek. "What dog? What are you talking about?" one of the other girls asked.
Not even realizing I was being rude, I ignored the girl talking and looked at the woman of my dreams. "The little dog you took to the vet a few weeks ago. How's he doing?"
My question didn't get the reaction I was hoping for and I was starting to panic. I was trying to show my own compassion, but instead, I made them nervous. My question was met with suspicion and maybe even a little fear. I could hear it in her voice.
"How do you know about that?" she responded.
"I... I was there. You walked right past me," I explained.
"Come on, we have to get going," one of the other girls said.
"Yeah, good idea," the other agreed.
"Wait for me," concurred the girl of my dreams.
Before I could think of anything else to say or do, they got up and left, heading toward the teacher's college building.
I was so pissed at myself. All the effort I put into finding her, I never gave any thought as to how to act or what to say when we met. I realized I must have sounded like some kind of an idiot... and I still didn't even know her name! The only thing I did know was that they disappeared into the teacher's building.
Over the next week, I bought a lot of coffee and spent every free minute I had sitting at that same picnic table where I could keep an eye on the main entrance of that building. After my last debacle, I at least had an idea of what to say the next time I saw her. My problem was getting the nerve to try again. I didn't want to blow it a second time. I had caught sight of her leaving the building a couple of times, but she was always talking to someone and the timing didn't seem right.
I had only about two sips of coffee left one day when I heard a voice from behind me. "What are you doing?"
I turned and saw it was one of her friends.
"You really think she doesn't see you sitting out here day after day? Leave her alone. She's already had one stalker in her life, she doesn't need another one."
"I... I'm not stalking her."
"Oh no? What do you call sitting out here every day just so you can spy on her?"
"I'm not spying; I was just trying to find an opportunity to apologize for the other day. I could see I startled all of you and I just wanted to say I was sorry."
"Fine, you can tell me you're sorry and I'll relay it to the others," she said curtly.
"Look, my name is Grayson Stevens. You can look me up on Facebook. I assure you I'm not a stalker. Can I buy you a cup of coffee? I'd really like a couple minutes of your time if you can spare it."
She looked right through me for a few seconds, and then said, "Pumpkin Spice Latte."
"I'll be right back with it," I said while standing and heading into the coffee house. I was pleasantly surprised to see she was still there and sitting down when I came out. "Here you go," I said, setting it down.
She was on her phone. "It says you're a musician and write your own songs."
"Wow, you don't waste any time, do you," I joked. "Yeah, right now it's my passion but I want to make it my career."
"You sing, too?"
"Yeah, although it's not my strong point." I couldn't tell if she was listening or not because she never looked up from her phone and my Facebook page.
"How well do you know Jason Monroe?" She was obviously looking into my friends list.
"Not really well. He's in a couple of my classes and we've hung out a few times."
"He's a business major."
"Yeah, me too." From the look on her face, I knew what she was thinking even before she said it.
"You said you wanted a music career; why isn't that your major?"
I felt as if I was being interrogated by CIA. "My dad and mom are very supportive of my music, but they're also pragmatic. They told me they would always be my number one fan and help me in any way they could, but they also wanted me to have something to fall back on. The music business is still a business, so I'm working towards a BS in general business administration and minoring in entrepreneurship; maybe start my own record label someday."
She showed no sign of being impressed. She took a sip of her latte without ever taking her eyes off her phone. "You also have Professor Erickson in your friends list."
"Yeah, I taught guitar in the Community Music Program under him last year. Unfortunately, I wasn't able to fit it into my schedule this year but we became good friends. He rarely misses a Friday night at Plato's; that's where I perform. They have open mic night every Friday night."
"So, what's your interest in my friend?"
I had practiced a little speech over and over. I had hoped to be talking to my dream girl, but it looked like this might be my only opportunity so I took it. "First of all, I'm not a stalker. You obviously know Jason; he'll tell you that and I'm sure professor Erickson will back me up, as well.
"When I saw your friend kneeling on the sidewalk to feed that little pup, I immediately thought, what a nice person. She was so kind and it was easy to see how much she cared. When she walked past me, I could see the concern on her face.
"I just knew she was someone very special and I wanted to get to know her." Evidently, I didn't have her completely convinced.
"It doesn't hurt that she's gorgeous, either... right?"
I figured she see right through me if I lied. "No, it doesn't, but I'm betting she's every bit as gorgeous on the inside as she is on the outside." I thought I saw a very slight smile, but just then she plunged the knife into my chest.
"She's got a boyfriend, you know. He's big, good-looking and rich, so I wouldn't get your hopes up."
It felt as if she'd just sucked all the air from my lungs. "I... I..." I stumbled for something to say. "I hope he knows how special she is?"
She ignored my question. "I won't make any promises but maybe we can stop in at that place you mentioned, what was it..."
"Plato's Place," I interjected. "Here." I always carried their cards with me for when I wanted to invite people to hear me play. I took one from my wallet and handed it to her. "Open mic night is every Friday from eight till ten. You'll see a bunch of people from the college there as well. You should all come, bring your boyfriends."
"Like I said, no promises." With that, she stood up, grabbed her latte, and started walking away, then turned back to me. "I'd still like it if you found someplace else to sit and drink your coffee every day."
"Will do," I agreed reluctantly.
I had gotten used to a coffee break between classes, so in keeping my promise, I did find a quiet place where I could sit under a nice big tree and work on my songs while enjoying a cup of Columbia's best.
That Friday night I kept an eye on the door of Plato's, even when I was on stage, but they never showed. I thought the hard part was going to be finding her but that turned out to be the easy part; actually meeting her was the hard part.
It was the middle of the following week when the clouds started to part. I was under my tree with my coffee in one hand and music in the other when I heard her voice.
"Cindy said you wanted to apologize."
I jumped to my feet, spilling my coffee in the process. It was her. She was standing right in front of me. My brain was screaming at me to calm down, don't blow it again. "Yes," I stuttered. "I know I scared you before when I so clumsily asked about the dog. Your girlfriend told me about you being stalked so I don't blame you for being startled. I just wanted to say I was sorry."
She gave me a small smile. "Apology accepted, and he's doing good. The vet took him home and kept him until a few days ago. He knew somebody who would give the little fella a good home and asked me if it would be okay to let them have him. I said it would be great."
"Wow, that's really neat. I wonder if that little pup has any idea how lucky he is that you spotted him?"
"I just did what anyone else would have done."
"That's not true; even your girlfriends were telling you to hurry or you'd be late for class." I thought it was a good time to introduce myself. I stuck out my hand. "My name is Grayson, Grayson Stevens, but most people just call me Gray."
"I know, Cindy showed me your Facebook page." I thought I'd died and gone to heaven as she put the softest, daintiest hand I ever felt inside mine. "I'm Cora," she replied. "Nice to meet you. We wanted to go to that place where you sing but my boyfriend, Jack, had already made other plans."
"Maybe next Friday?" I asked.
"I'm not sure but we'll try," she said, not losing that great smile. "Well, I have to get going or I'll be late for an appointment. I was on my way to the faculty building when I saw you sitting here and thought I'd say hi. It was nice meeting you," she said before walking away.
I finally knew her name, and what a beautiful name it was. Damn, talk about inspiration. I was tempted to skip my next class so I could go to my room and start composing, but I knew that had to wait. 'School work comes first,' was my dad's mantra, and after all, he was paying the bills.
I raced back to my room after my last class and found it empty. Most of Scott's classes were in the morning, so he was usually there when I got in, unless he had a date, which wasn't hard for him. He was a good-looking guy with a smooth line of BS. I was both disappointed with his absence and happy at the same time. I really wanted to boast about finding my dream girl, but then I would have had to listen to his snide remarks as I wrote her song.
I pulled a clean sheet of staff paper from my desk drawer and picked up my guitar... nothing. My mind was blank. This could not be my usual, not that my usual wasn't good, but this had to be special. This had to be my crowning achievement worthy of a Harry Chapin or a James Taylor.
I sat for several minutes trying to come up with a hook, a theme, something that expressed how I felt and would lend itself to a melody. After a while I realized my problem: I was in new territory, I'd never felt so strongly for a person before in my life.
I put down my guitar and just sat, thinking. To me, her name was like a concerto, but being honest with myself, it wasn't very melodic. It certainly wasn't an Angeline or a Rhiannon, nor was it easy to rhyme. I started to wonder what it meant. Most names have some kind of meaning behind them. I went to my desk and opened my laptop. I wanted to check out the name's origins.
My God, she was part of Greek mythology. Cora was the daughter of Zeus and the Goddess of Spring. I wondered if she knew that. Okay, I had the title, now all I had to do was write a song that did it, and her, justice.
I was still working on the first verse when Scott came in. I glanced at the clock and was shocked to see it was after midnight. Before we hit the sack, I told him all about meeting the woman I would marry.
The next day it was hard to concentrate on my studies because I kept running lyrics through my head. I was hoping to have the song ready in time for the next open mic night in case she showed up, but no way was that going to happen. The song was too important to rush. I'd take my time and make sure it was perfect before its debut.
Plato's Place is a bar/coffee house a few blocks down the street from the campus. It was formerly just a bar, but a lot of students aren't twenty-one yet. The owner, who realized how much business he was missing, did some remodeling and made a portion of the bar into a coffee house with a separate entrance. The bar didn't open until 6 PM, but since most of the college classes were over at three, they set the coffee shop hours from 3 PM to midnight, and knowing college students aren't known as early risers, from 10 AM to 10 PM on the weekends. It was an instant success and open mic night drew from all over the neighborhood.
I got there at seven to make sure I got on the agenda for the night. They told me I was fourth in line. That would put me on stage around nine. I grabbed a small table where I could keep an eye on the door and watched as my stress level climbed. I hadn't been that nervous since I was eleven and sang in front of an audience for the first time.
For almost an hour, I nursed my coffee and took deep breaths. Just before eight, my eyes lit up with excitement as Cora and her two friends walked in with Jason Monroe. I didn't see any other guys with them, much to my delight.
Once they claimed a table, Jason and Cindy went up to the counter to order their coffees. I figured I'd wait until they were all settled before walking over and saying hi. Unfortunately, I was so preoccupied with what to say I wasn't watching the time. Just as I was starting to stand, Andy, the MC and manager, got up on stage to introduce the first act. I didn't know how interested the girls were in the show, but I wasn't going to be rude and disturb them during a performance, so I sat back down to bide my time.
The first two acts were regulars, neither of whom were all that impressive, but the third act, the one I had to follow, was new. It was a three-piece group, two guys on guitars and a girl singer. They weren't bad at all, but they only did covers. I was usually the only singer/songwriter who performed, and Andy always made mention of it when he'd introduce me.
I had just popped the latches on my guitar case when I caught sight of two males out of the corner of my eye. I watched as they headed for the three girls. I almost died as the tall guy with sandy-blond hair and glasses bent down and gave Cora a peck on the lips then sat next to her and put his arm possessively across the back of her chair. The other guy sat next to her other friend.
I knew I should have been prepared. After all, she told me she was going with someone and I did tell Cindy to bring their boyfriends along, but actually seeing how comfortable that guy, Jack, was with Cora was almost more than I could take.



I wasn't sure how it would affect my performance and thought about just leaving, but Andy was already introducing me. I opened my case and quickly tuned up my guitar. Walking up on stage, I couldn't suppress my emotions so I decided I wouldn't even try. I knew I was either going to be really good or really bad that night.
I don't think the audience even realized they were sharing my pain while I was up there, but you could hear a pin drop as I played. Instead of finishing with the song I had intended, I sang a song I wrote in high school after breaking up with my girlfriend. It was a sad song and I was in the right mood to sing it.
I got the biggest ovation I'd ever had. Several stood up as they clapped and whistled. I looked over at Cora's table and saw she was the only person not clapping. I saw her boyfriend lean over and say something to Jason. He just nodded his head in response.
I thanked everyone and headed back to my table. Andy acknowledged my performance before announcing the next act. I was putting my guitar back into its case when I sensed someone standing behind me. I looked up.
"Hi, Gray," Jason said with a smile. "Wow, you were great tonight. Hey, I'm with some friends; I think you know Cindy. Why don't you come over and join us."
"Ah, yeah, okay. Let me get a fresh coffee and I'll be there in a minute," I told him.
"Great, we're right over there," he said, pointing in the direction of their table.
I asked one of the baristas if I could stick my guitar behind the bar where it wouldn't be in the way and got my usual plain black coffee. As I approached, I saw they had borrowed a chair for me to sit next to Jason. "Hi, everyone," I said with a smile.
Everybody looked up and smiled. Jason spoke up. "Gray, here, have a seat. I understand you know Cindy. This is Jennifer," he said introducing Cora's other girlfriend, "Bob," he said, indicating the guy sitting on the other side of Jennifer, "that's Cora and..."
He didn't wait to be introduced. "I'm Jack, Cora's boyfriend," he said, sticking out his hand. "She tells me she knows you."
I instantly disliked the guy but wasn't going to be rude. "Ah, yeah, we met last week," I answered as I shook his hand. He had an air of arrogance about him, and even though his words weren't condescending, his tone was.
"You were really good up there. Cora says you write your own songs. Did you write that last one you did?"
"Yeah, years ago, in high school." He chuckled at that for some reason.
Cindy seemed to be impressed. "High school, damn, you've got talent, Gray."
I humbly thanked her. Cora was very quiet while everyone else asked questions: How long had I been writing songs? Did I take guitar lessons? Had I ever played in a band? Did I play any other instruments? The usual.
Everything was very nonchalant until Cora finally asked her question. I don't know about the others, but I saw the look in Jack's eyes as he caught the concerned inflection in her voice. "Gray, that last song was so sad. What caused you to write it?"
"A broken heart," I explained. Everyone went silent and stared at me until Jennifer spoke up. "Well, are you going to elaborate?"
"Nah," I replied, "I got dumped, not much more to it than that."
That didn't satisfy Cora. "It's pretty obvious that you loved her very much."
I thought about it for a few seconds. "You're right, I did, but I was young—we were young. At the time, I didn't think I'd ever love anyone that much again, but since then, I've learned what true love really is."
I saw Cindy shoot me a look as if to say, 'you poor sap, you're about to get your heart broken all over again.' Then she challenged, "So, who is she; your true love?"
"A gentleman never tells," I responded with a slight smile.
We talked a little more but I got the impression I was making Jack nervous. He'd seemed a little on edge ever since Cora asked about the song. I wasn't looking for a confrontation, at least not yet; and besides, I didn't want to say too much and scare Cora off again, so I decided to call it a night and said my goodbyes.
When I got to my dorm room door, I heard noises coming from inside. Through the door, it sounded like someone struggling. I opened it and rushed inside thinking Scott might be in trouble. He and the good-looking girl under him were both naked and going at it like two rabbits in heat. They stopped long enough to look up.
"Shut the door, man, we don't need the whole place to know what's going on."
"What the hell are you doing? In case you haven't noticed, this is NOT a coed building."
"I know, I snuck her in," he said with a grin. He saw my look of disapproval. "Hey, it was a spur-of-the-moment thing. We didn't have time to make other plans." He looked down at her and then back up at me. "This is Suzanne, by the way. Suzy, say hi to Gray."
"Hi, Gray," she said without a hint of embarrassment.
"Hi, Suzy," I said while trying not to look. "Scott, you'll have to find someplace else for this, man. Jesus, you could get us into trouble."
"Oh, bullshit. They don't care what goes on in the dorm rooms. Hey, I've got an idea," he looked down at his date. "You interested in a threesome?"
"Sure," she answered, "sounds like fun."
I wondered where he found girls like this. "Sorry, you're a beautiful girl but I can't."
"Why not?" Scott asked. "Oh, don't tell me it's because of that girl, what's her name, Cora? Don't be ridiculous, man; don't turn down grade-A pussy for some fairytale love affair that'll probably never even happen."
That really ticked me off but I kept my cool. "Scott, I have studying to do. You and Suzy need to find someplace else."
"No way, man."
I thought we were going to get into a fight when Suzy saved the day. "Scott, I know where we can go and not be interrupted, and if you're lucky, you might get that threesome, only with another girl."
"Shit, what are we doing here?" He joked as he jumped up and started putting his pants on. They both hurried and got dressed. I couldn't help but notice she really did have a fine body. "Don't wait up for me, shithead," Scott said as they left.
I spent the rest of the weekend studying and working on Cora's song. Scott didn't come back until Sunday afternoon. I've seen corpses that looked better only without the shit-eaten grin. I had to laugh. "I'm assuming you got your 3-way?"
"Man, we did it every way. That girl is insatiable and her friend, Rita, I think her name is... she's almost as bad. I need to go buy some vitamins," he said as he flopped onto his mattress. He lay there for a couple of minutes, staring at me. "Well?"
"Well, what?"
"Did she show up?"
"Yeah, she was there... with her boyfriend," I replied.
"Ah, oh! So, what's it going to be, pistols at dawn?"
I laughed. "I hope it doesn't come to that."
"What kind of a guy is he? You want me to beat him up for you?" he joked.
"Ah, I can fight my own battles, thank you. We didn't talk all that much, but he seems like a prick. I finally met her other girlfriend, too. They were both a lot nicer this time."
"Well, that's a good thing; if it doesn't work out with your dream girl maybe you can snare one of them. Are they pretty? I think Brenda's seeing another guy. If she is, I'll be in the market for another main squeeze."
"What about Suzy?"
"She was just a spur-of-the-moment thing. She's not main attraction type material."
"Jesus, man—you ever going to settle down and find someone to love?"
"Shit, I don't even believe in it, not the kind you're talking about anyway. I mean, I love my mom and dad, I love my two sisters, but to commit to one chick and want to spend the rest of your life with her... not going to happen, not to this dude."
"Man, that's so sad, Scott. What about having a family and raising kids?"
He laughed. "Damn, Gray, can you imagine a bunch of little Scotts running around? Don't you think the world is fucked up enough as it is?"
"You can scoff at it all you want, pal, but I really hope it happens for you. Maybe it'll strike you out of the blue like it did me."
"Don't hold your breath," he snickered.
The following Monday, as usual, I was sitting under my favorite tree when I was surprised by someone sitting down next to me... also with a cup of coffee.
"Hi."
I got tongue-tied the minute I saw who it was. After stumbling over my words, I finally croaked out a return, "Hi."
She chuckled at my literary eloquence. "You're really good. You sure impressed the hell out of Cindy and Jennifer. After you left the other night, they were wondering if they could interest you in a threesome," she chuckled.
"Yeah, right," I laughed. "They said it in front of Jason and Bob?"
"Well, they made it sound like they were joking but I'm not so sure they were."
I smiled. "I'm afraid I'm more of a one-woman kind of guy." I could see I'd just scored several points with my dream girl.
"I had a hunch you'd say that."
"Now, I have a good-looking roommate who would jump at it," I told her.
"I think they had their hearts set on you," she said with a big grin, "but I can mention it to them."
"Can I ask you a question?"
"You can ask," she replied.
"When I finished my set, everyone in the place was clapping except you. Didn't you like it?"
"On the contrary, Gray, I was too busy fighting back tears to clap. Between the words and the feeling you put behind them, I... I don't know, it just struck a chord with me, I guess. No pun intended," she chuckled. "I knew I should have been clapping like the rest of them but, well... you're not the only one who's ever had their heart broken."
"Oh, I'm sorry. Was he the guy who was stalking you?"
She looked a little stunned at first. "Oh, that's right, you said Cindy told you about that."
"No, his name is James Kudro. Like your girlfriend, he was my high school sweetheart. After graduation, we were making plans to get married when his dad was sent overseas. He's a news correspondent for one of the major TV networks and was offered a job to head up the European bureau in the UK. I begged Jim to stay here, but it was a choice between me or his parents, he picked them.
"Since he wouldn't stay here, I wanted to go with them, but his dad and mom said they didn't want the added responsibility. I really think Mrs. Kudro thought her son was too young to get married anyway. It broke my heart to see them go. I cried for a solid week."
"I... I'm sorry, I didn't know."
"Of course, you didn't know; how could you? Anyway, I guess that's why I wasn't clapping. Believe me, it had nothing to do with not liking your song, I loved it."
Again, I thanked her with a sheepish grin on my puss. That's when I got really brave. She seemed to be pretty forthcoming about Jim, so I was going to push my luck. "Can a... ah, can I ask another question... a more personal question?"
"You can ask," she repeated with a small smile.
"Are... ah, are you and Jack in a serious relationship?"
"Why do you want to know?"
She was putting me on the spot and knew it. I could tell by the impish little smile on her gorgeous face. "Well, I, ah, I... I'd like to take you out for coffee sometime."
"Gray, what do you think we're doing right now?"
She had me there, since we both had coffees. It wasn't what I meant, though, and she knew it. She was making me very nervous and was enjoying it, but I was not going to let her get the best of me like that. My dad used to tell me, 'When somebody tries to get the upper hand with you, Son, man up and turn the tables.'
"Okay, then how about dinner this Saturday night?"
Her beautiful eyes got wide and that luscious mouth of hers almost dropped to the ground. She wasn't expecting that. Now it was Cora who was stuttering. "Ah, well, I ah, I," she paused for just a second as she looked into my eyes, "Okay."
It took every ounce of willpower in my body to keep from jumping in the air and screaming to the universe that I had a date with the most beautiful and wonderful woman in the world, but even though my heart was beating like a native war drum, somehow, I managed to remain cool on the outside. "I'll pick you up at seven. Are you living on campus?"
"No, Jenn, Cindy, and I share an apartment. Here, give me a pen and paper; I'll write down the address. Give me your phone number, too, just in case I can't make it for some reason."
"Do I get yours as well?"
"No, not yet."
"What if something happens that I can't make it?"
"That's not an option," she said with a smile. I wasn't going to push it.
The rest of the day was a complete blur. I couldn't even remember going to classes let alone recall what was said. "I've got a date for Saturday night," I announced as soon as I walked into our dorm room.
Scott looked up from the book he was reading, "Congratulations," he said. He was going to continue studying but I saw the wheels turning in his head. He looked back up. "You mean with your dream girl?"
"None other."
"Hey, really, congratulations, man; I'm proud of you. You really did it."
"Well, we're not married yet," I lamented.
He laughed. "Hey, details, details; you got your foot in the door, which is more than I thought you'd do."
"Gee, thanks; your confidence in me is overwhelming." He just laughed and went back to his book.
"I've got to work on her song."
"Oh, man, can you do it somewhere else? I've got to study for a marketing test that's coming up."
I picked up my guitar case, the folder with what I had written so far, some blank sheets of staff paper and headed for my outdoor sanctuary. I wrote until it got so dark I couldn't see what I was writing any longer.
I only saw Cora once for the rest of the week. She was talking and laughing with Cindy and Jennifer, so I didn't bother her. On Friday, I received a text.
Are we still on for dinner tomorrow night?
Absolutely. I texted back. The restaurant I picked was a pretty swanky joint and I didn't want her to be embarrassed by what she wore, so I told her where we were going.
I have reservations at Carl's Cuisine.
Okay, was the only response I received back. Evidently, she decided it was okay to let me have her phone number; encouraging.
Until Saturday night, I had only seen Cora wearing jeans, very little make-up, and with her beautiful blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. Even then, she was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen, but there was no way I could have prepared myself for the stunning vision that opened that apartment door.
In the car, she was awfully quiet and I was getting the impression I had done something wrong, although I couldn't think of what it could be. The maître d' called me by name as soon as we walked into the restaurant and escorted us to a quiet table for two in the corner. Our waiter brought us two glasses of water and recited the specials before leaving us with menus.
I couldn't shake the feeling she was upset over something and couldn't keep it to myself any longer. "Cora, you're awfully quiet tonight. Did I do something wrong?"
She looked up at me as if she was trying to decide whether to be honest or not. "I'm... I'm just a little disappointed, that's all."
I felt as if someone had just run over me with a Cadillac. "Disappointed?"
"Yeah... a little. I don't know you that well, but from your music, I would have guessed you didn't have a pretentious bone in your body, yet here you are trying to impress me by taking me to an expensive restaurant. I kind of took you for more of a neighborhood bistro kind of guy."
I was about to explain when I looked up and saw the manager walking up to us.
"Hi, Gray, I saw your name in the reservations and told the waiter to let me know when you came in. He told me you were here with a stunningly beautiful woman and I see he was right."
He turned to Cora and put out his hand. "Hi, I'm Ron, Gray's cousin."
"Cousin?" she questioned as she placed her dainty hand in his.
Instead of shaking it, Ron, in the tradition of a refined restaurant manager, bent over and kissed her hand. "That's right," he said, looking back up at her, "but I don't usually admit to it; he's kind of the black sheep of the family."
"I believe it," she chuckled.
Ron looked back over to me. "Have you two decided what to order yet?"
"Not yet," I replied.
"Well, order whatever you wish, and don't worry about the prices; your dinner's on me." He looked back at Cora. "It was a pleasure to meet you, Cora. I know you're with my cousin, but try to enjoy your evening anyway," he said with a smile.
"I will," she countered with a laugh.
She looked at me after he left. "Your cousin is the manager here?"
"Ah huh, and my uncle owns the joint."
"You're kidding."
"No—Carl, he's my dad's oldest brother. I honestly wasn't trying to be pretentious. I wanted to come here for three reasons. First, they have the best food in the city; second, Ron never lets me pay for a meal; and third, I wanted a place that would be quiet so we can talk. I do have a couple favorite neighborhood bistros, but they're noisy and I want to know everything about you, where you were born, where you went to school, your likes and dislikes, your pet peeves, your hobbies..."
"All right, all right," she interrupted, "I get it," she said with a slight chuckle. "I owe you an apology. I..."
"No apology necessary, Cora." Just then our waiter came over and asked if we had decided. We both laughed because neither of us had even opened our menus yet. I begged for a few more minutes as we started to look through the incredible array of entrees.
After ordering, I was finally starting to learn more about my goddess. She was born in California and loved it out there, but her family moved to the Chicago area when her dad was promoted to the company's corporate headquarters in Champaign.
Her quest in life was to become the best teacher she could be. She said her dad was a little disheartened because she had a great head for business, but she couldn't think of a more rewarding profession than teaching.
We talked all through our meal and we both learned a lot about each other but there was still one important nagging question I HAD to ask. "You never did answer my question about Jack and you. I'm assuming, since you accepted my dinner invitation, the answer is no?"
"What was the question again?"
"I asked if you and he were in a serious relationship."
She smiled at me. "Until tonight, he would have said yes, but the real answer is no. I wouldn't be here with you otherwise. The reason I was disappointed when I thought you were trying to show off by bringing me here, is that I wondered if you were another Jack. He comes from money and loves to let everyone know it. This is just his kind of place.
"His dad is some big mucky-muck in the Chicago political machine and his mother owns her own real estate agency. Right now, she's helping him buy a ten-unit apartment building near Wrigleyville. He says it's only the first of many he will own, and I don't doubt it."
"Wow, and you're here with me?" I asked with a grin.
"I'm not interested in show-offs or two-dimensional people, Gray. I want someone in my life who cares more about me than what he can buy for me."
I was falling further and further under her spell. She was everything a man could ever want in a woman. I'd tell her that someday, but not with words, with music.
"Gray, I really enjoyed myself tonight. Thank you."
"Does that mean you'll go out with me again?"
"Maybe... probably," she replied with that smile. "Are you playing next Friday night?"
"Yeah, I'm there most open mic nights. Are you coming?"
"I'll see if Jen and Cindy have any plans but most likely I'll be there, with or without them."
"And Jack?"
"I'm sure, after tonight, he's moved on already. He didn't seem all that broken up when I called and told him I was going out with you. He simply asked if it meant I was breaking up with him. I was about to break it off anyway. When I said yes, he just told me to have a good life and hung up. I wouldn't doubt if he didn't already have a new girl on his arm as we speak."



I sat there thinking what a fool Jack was. He probably didn't even realize he'd just been dumped by the most incredible woman known to man. I wanted the evening to go on forever but knew it was coming to a close. I left thirty bucks for our waiter and escorted Cora to the car. She seemed in a pensive mood on the way back.
As we stood outside her door saying goodbye, I was trying to raise the courage to kiss her. She saw right through all my hemming and hawing. "All that talent and bashful, too," she said, giving me a big smile. Cora stretched up to give me a peck on the lips. "You have my number," she said before disappearing behind her apartment door.
I didn't even remember driving home. I was bursting at the seams, wanting to tell Scott how amazing she was, but of course, he wasn't in our room. It was Saturday night, what did I expect? He didn't come back until Sunday afternoon. I was working on my song when he walked in.
"So, how did it go with your dream girl?"
"Scott, she's incredible. Not only is she gorgeous but she's smart and funny and... just incredible," I gushed.
"You said that already," he laughed. "Did you fuck her?"
"Jesus, Scott, is that all that a woman is to you? No, I didn't fuck her. I will never fuck her. When the time comes to get intimate, I will make love to her."
"Gray, girls like aggressive guys. I'm telling you if you don't maaake loooove to her soon she'll lose interest and find someone who will." He stretched out the two words to mock me.
"Sometimes, Scott, I don't know how you get girls to go out with you at all," I said while shaking my head.
"It's easy," he laughed. "When I see someone I like, I smile and go like this," he said while holding his hands apart in front of him.
I had no idea what he was talking about. "What's that mean?"
"Jesus, Gray, do I have to teach you everything? That's the international symbol for how big your cock is. An hour later, I'm between her legs."
Scott had been my roommate all year and I obviously knew he was a pussy hound, but I hadn't recognized what an ass he was until that moment. "I'll tell you what, I won't mess around with your love life and you don't mess around with mine, deal?"
"Okay, but don't say I didn't warn you. I need a shower," he said, grabbing a towel and heading for the bathroom.
I had been debating on whether or not I should call Cora. Cindy's story about her being stalked had me treading lightly, but I didn't want her to think I was one of those guys who never calls, either, so I took advantage of Scott's absence and picked up my phone.
"Cora's phone." It wasn't Cora's voice and I didn't think it was Cindy's either.
"Hi, ah, is this Jennifer?"
"Yeah, who's this?"
"It's Gray, I was wondering if Cora's around?"
"Hi, Gray, no she forgot her phone but she and Cindy went grocery shopping. They should be back in half an hour or so. You want me to have her call you?"
"Yeah, that'd be great, thanks."
"I understand you're just full of surprises."
That was news to me. "How so?"
"Well, you write pretty good songs and it turns out you're apparently a connoisseur of fine restaurants."
I laughed, "Yeah, especially when my uncle owns them." I heard her laugh in response.
"I'll have Cora call you," she repeated.
"Thanks," I said before disconnecting. I felt pretty good. That was sure a better response than I got that first day at the picnic table. Slowly but surely, I was making progress.
I couldn't wait to hear her voice again and sat in anticipation. The phone rang just as Scott came back from his shower, so I went out into the hallway to answer. We only talked for a few minutes, just long enough for her to confirm she'd be at Plato's Place on Friday.
I had only been there a few minutes, myself when Cora came in with Jason and Cindy. They looked around and saw me sitting close to the stage and waving at them. Cindy and Cora headed my way while Jason went to the line for coffee.
I stood to greet them while pulling out two chairs. "Hi, ladies, have a seat." I think my pulse jumped to about a hundred beats a minute when Cora leaned over and kissed me on the cheek before sitting. "Is Jason getting your coffees?"
"Yeah," Cindy answered, "he knows what we like."
"Pumpkin Spice Latte, right?"
"You have a good memory," she laughed.
"What about me," Cora asked with a smile.
"I don't know yours yet, but I will in a minute. Here comes Jason." He announced each one as he set them down in front of the girls. "Caffe Mocha, I won't forget," I said to Cora. "Where're Bob and Jennifer, can't stand my caterwauling?"
"No, they went to a party at the Omega Delta house; Bob is a fraternity brother."
"Oh, yeah, I heard about it. Scott, my roommate is going. He's buddy, buddy with a couple of the members."
"You want to go?"
I was surprised by the question. Cora didn't strike me as the frat party type. I had only been to one and it was a pretty wild event, not really my style, but of course, if it meant spending time with Cora, I was all in.
"We have to go for a little while," Cora continued. "We're not really into frat parties, but Cindy and I promised Jen we'd show up after your performance. I don't want to go without an escort, though."
"Count me in," I replied, which brought a smile to my goddess's face. "I don't go on until almost nine-thirty though, is that too late?"
"For a frat party?" Jason laughed. "Hell, those things don't get going until after midnight."
"It doesn't sound like you're much of a partygoer," Cindy said.
"I wouldn't say that, I love a good party, but it seems most of the people that go to frat parties do it to get drunk... that I'm not really into."
"Get drunk and get laid," Jason chimed in, "you into that?"
Everyone chuckled and then waited to see what I'd say. "With the right person? You bet."
I saw a big smile reach across Cora's face. "Good answer."
I was really enjoying Cora's company, so much so in fact, I wasn't looking forward to going on stage. Normally, I pay attention to who's performing because I know who I follow and have my guitar out and ready to go by the time Andy introduces me, but not this time. I was caught totally by surprise when I heard my name announced. "Shit," I mumbled as I hurriedly unsnapped my case. I rushed up and used an old vaudeville joke. "And now I'd like to play a Chinese tune I learned a long time ago; it's called, Tun...ingg." Everyone laughed as I tuned up the guitar.
I didn't have any new compositions to debut but I had three older songs I hadn't done in a while. Of course, everyone clapped at the end of my set but it wasn't the rousing reaction I received the week before. Honestly, I didn't really care. The only person I was concerned about was Cora. I got another kiss on the cheek as I sat down. "I suppose you wrote all three of those songs, too?" She asked.
"Yeah, I only play what I write."
Cindy joined the conversation. "How many songs have you written?"
"I don't know exactly; somewhere around seventy or eighty, I guess. I don't play them all, though. Sometimes I'll write one that I don't really like that much. I'll stick it away for a while and work on it periodically until I like what I hear."
"So, how many do you play here? I mean, if you don't play any other songs do you play the same ones over and over?"
"No, not at all. I've got a good fifty or sixty that I play, plus I'm always writing new ones. I'm working on one right now, a very special one."
"Ooh, what's it about?" Cindy asked.
"I can't say... not yet, but it'll be the best song I've ever written."
"Really... "Cora interjected, "but you won't tell us what it's about?"
"Nope, it's a secret, and I can't let anyone hear it until the time is right."
The two girls looked at each other and smiled. "Sounds mysterious," Cora commented.
We talked for a little while longer, then started our trek to the Omega Delta Fraternity House. It was on the other side of the campus so it was a pretty good hike. I didn't want to take my guitar so I asked Andy if he'd lock it up in his office for me till the next day. It was a little before eleven when we got there and we already had to step over some guy who was passed out on the stairs. The party was in full swing as we walked in. Cora tightened her grip on my arm.
I was completely out of my element, so I was happy to follow Jason's lead. "Come on, let's go get a beer. We all started toward the kegs when we heard a familiar voice.
"Cora, Cindy, over here!" Jennifer was waving her arms in the air trying to get our attention.
Cora relaxed her grip. "Gray, would you mind grabbing a beer for me too? I'll be over there," she said, indicating Jennifer's location.
"Yeah, me too," Cindy told Jason. We both grabbed some plastic cups and joined the line to draw our brews.
We hadn't advanced very far when I felt a hard slap on my back. I could tell he was already half in the bag. "Hi, Scott."
"Man, I'm surprised to see you here. I didn't think this was your scene, but I'm glad to see you loosening up." I was about to introduce him to Jason but he didn't give me a chance. "Hey, who's the blond you walked in with? Is that what's her name?" He continued, again without giving me a chance to speak. "Fuck, man, I see what you mean; she's fucking gorgeous! Shit, if you don't tap that, I will."
"You stay away from her, asshole. She's not one of your tramps; she's a very special person."
He laughed, "Yeah, they're all special when they're on their backs with their legs in the air. What's the matter, afraid of a little competition?"
"I mean it, Scott, stay away from her, or you and I are going to tangle." He just laughed and wandered off.
"Jesus, who is that?" Jason asked.
"My roommate. He seemed like an okay guy at the start of the year, but he's turning into a real jackass."
"I'll second that. Let's hurry up and get these filled so we can get back to the girls." That is exactly what we did. By the time we joined them, Bob was there as well.
"Hi, Jason, Gray, the girls were just filling us in on your performance tonight. Sorry we couldn't make it, but I had to help get everything set up for tonight."
"No problem," I assured him. We talked some more but Bob and Jen had to go and mingle. As the party progressed, everyone saw people they knew and would wander off to say hello. We'd lose sight of each other for a little while, but would then catch a glimpse of one another again.
I'd been talking to a couple people from one of my classes and hadn't seen Cora for a while, so I decided to go look for her. I walked into the main room and saw her and Scott on the other side. They were face-to-face. Scott was leaning in toward her with his right arm straight out and his hand on the wall, effectively blocking her retreat in that direction. Cora had her back against the wall and was looking trapped. Just as I started toward them, I saw Scott learn in and try to kiss her. She turned her head and started to move left when he tried to block her by pushing his other hand against the wall.
I was still a few feet away when Cora brought her knee up and into his crotch. Several people around them heard the painful yell as Scott doubled over. I was already launching myself in his direction and pushed him into the wall. He hit with a thud and slid down onto the floor, holding himself between the legs with a grimacing expression on his face.
His words were slightly slurred. "Fuck, I was just talking to the bitch."
"First of all, asshole, she's not a bitch and you weren't just talking, you were trying to kiss her and wouldn't take no for an answer. You got exactly what you deserved."
Bob and Jen suddenly appeared from nowhere. "Scott, I think you've had enough. Go home." Bob then turned his attention to Cora and me. "Sorry, you two."
I turned to Cora, "Are you okay?"
"Yeah, fine."
I could see she was still a little rattled. "Why don't we get some coffee someplace before I walk you home."
"Why don't you just walk me home and I'll make the coffee?"
"That sounds even better," I replied with a smile.
"You guys go ahead," Jen said, "I'm spending the night with Bob; I'm not sure about Cindy and Jason, but we'll give you guys some time in any event."
We both thanked her and asked her to say goodbye to Jason and Cindy for us before heading for the front door. Evidently, someone helped the guy who was passed out; he was gone when we left. We had walked a block or so in silence. My mind was a mess with jumbled thoughts of what to say and do when we reached her apartment. Cora finally brought me back to reality.
"You didn't have to come to my rescue, you know, I had it handled."
"You sure did," I chuckled. "I couldn't help it. When I saw the way he was trying to force himself on you, I just saw red."
"Well," she commented, "it was very gallant of you and I do appreciate it." There was a slight lull before she asked, "What if he wasn't forcing himself, what if I'd let him kiss me and kissed him back? What would you have done then?"
The question hurt. I had no idea what prompted it or how to answer, so—I asked my own question. "What would you want me to do?"
She let out a little laugh. "Gray, I'm trying to figure out what you want in a relationship. It was obvious from that day at the picnic table that you were interested, but you've made no advances or even tried to kiss me yet."
"Ah... "
"Hold that thought," she said, "here we are." She unlocked the door and invited me in. It was a nice apartment. I took a seat at the kitchen table while Cora started making coffee. "Okay, tell me your thoughts. How do you see us, as friends... as lovers... friends with benefits... what?"
"Cora, I've... I guess I've... well, as you know, Cindy told me about the stalker you had and I didn't... " She headed me off.
"Ah, I got it; you've been treading lightly so I wouldn't think you were another stalker."
"Yeah, well, I saw the reaction I got that day at the picnic table, and then when Cindy accused me of spying on you, I got scared."
"Spying on me?"
"Yeah, after I asked about the dog, I sat at that table and saw you come out of the teacher's building a couple of times. I wanted to apologize but chickened out."
"Oh, yeah, I saw you. Okay, I'll admit, having somebody stalking you is not pleasant. We had a different apartment last year. Evidently, you could unlock the door with a credit card. He broke in twice. The first time he stole several pairs of my panties, the second time he found my photo album and took a bunch of pictures.
"We called the cops, and unfortunately for him, he left his fingerprints all over the place. I knew who it was and told the cops. They arrested him and matched his prints but told me they didn't think he would spend any time in jail because it was his first offense and he didn't take anything of value. He was out of jail the same day and it didn't look like anything was going to happen so I finally dropped the charges, but I think the cops scared the shit out of him. We never saw or heard from him again."
She took a couple of cups down from the cabinet and set them on the table. "Since then, I've done some research on the personality traits of stalkers so I can recognize the warning signals and hopefully head off anything like that happing again.
"I know Cindy and Jen are still a little protective, but I'm not paranoid, Gray. After Cindy told me she met you and showed me your Facebook page, I did a little more research. I found you on YouTube playing a few of your songs. I also saw an interview you did for some local radio program where you talked about your music. At that point, I had already suspected you were a pretty nice guy and I wanted to meet you. So far, you haven't disappointed me and if it had been you trying to kiss me tonight, your balls would still be intact." She was laying it on the line. I gathered my courage and decided to do the same.
She had her back to me as she was getting ready to reach for the coffee pot and didn't realize I was standing behind her. I gently took her by the arm and turned her around before pressing our lips together. She reached around me with her arms and pulled me in tighter. I knew she could feel my hard-on by the goofy grin she gave me as we unlocked our lips. "Where's the bedroom?"
"Follow me," she answered as she took my hand and lead me from the kitchen. As we reached our destination, Cora had already started to unbutton her blouse.
"Wait, allow me," I begged as I reached for the next button-down with both hands. I could feel her body tremble as I slowly undid her blouse and gently slid it off her shoulders. She closed her eyes as I moved behind her and lightly kissed her neck as I unhooked her bra. I reached around and ever so daintily circled her hard nipples with my fingers while still caressing her neck with my lips.
"Oh, God, Gray, you've done this before," she moaned with a sigh.
"Not really, not like this, but I've dreamed of this moment and what I would do if it ever happened." My simple statement of truth seemed to spark a fire in Cora. She turned, put her hand behind my head and pulled me into a kiss that would reduce Greenland to an ice cube.
I knew her intention after breaking the kiss; she had intended to go down to her knees, but I had a different idea. I caught her halfway down and scooped her up in my arms. Her eyes never drifted from my own as I knelt on the bed and laid her down before scooting down to unbutton her jeans. She closed her eyes again as if to savor the moment as she lifted her hips. I carefully worked them along with her panties down her legs, letting them fall to the floor.
I would have loved to just stand there gazing at God's greatest creation, but I didn't want to break the mood. I gently separated her legs and heard her gasp as I licked between the folds of the most exquisite female form I'd ever seen.
She was extremely receptive, pulling at the sheets, arching her back and writhing her body wildly as I continued to manipulate up, down, and around her sweet pussy. She screamed in ecstasy when I sucked on her clit.
I had given her at least two orgasms and wanted to continue, but I was about to come in my pants. She was still coming down from her last one, so I took the opportunity to quickly shed my clothes and slip on a condom. Her breathing was still a little ragged as I moved into position. Without opening her eyes, Cora reached down and guided me in. I held off as long as I could, but it wasn't long before my body tensed and I erupted in an explosive climax. At first, I was disappointed that I'd come so soon until I realized Cora was coming again as well.
It's funny how a man's mind works. Men are competitive by nature. As we both lay trying to get our breath, I was wondering if I was as good in bed as Jack was. As soon as Cora's breathing settled down and she could talk, she unknowingly answered my question.
"Damn, Gray," she said between deep breaths, "no one has ever done that for me, I mean made it all about me like that; thank you."
"I hope we're not done yet."
"No, now it's my turn to reciprocate."
"Un-uh," I replied. "Cora, I have dreamed of this since I first saw you. Tonight is for you. You can reciprocate another time." She gasped again as I started sucking on her nipples.
It was after two in the morning by the time I got back to the room. Scott was out cold and the place stunk like vomit. He was sleeping on his stomach so I couldn't see, but I was sure he must have puked on himself. I shook him hard until he finally woke up.
"Take off your clothes and throw them out the window or something. You stink to high heaven."
At first, he grumbled at me to leave him alone, but I think the smell finally got to him, too. He stumbled into the bathroom to rinse out his shirt and the sheet he was lying on. That stunk just as bad. He came back out of the bathroom with no shirt, flopped back down on his bare mattress, and passed out again. Monday morning, I'd go to administration and see if they could give me a different roommate.



I knew I had to get some sleep. I hadn't been up that late in a long time, but I had an overwhelming urge to get back to Cora's song. Unfortunately, my guitar was still at Plato's. Oh well, I was too tired to write anything decent anyway, so I lay down. That was the last thing I remembered until morning.
When I woke up, Cora was, of course, my first thought of the day. I was going to call her but had to shake the cobwebs out of my brain, first. I rinsed off my face before picking up my phone just as it rang. My grin went from ear to ear when I saw who it was.
"Hi, gorgeous."
She chuckled, "Hi, yourself. Are you up yet? I was afraid I'd wake you."
"No, I'm up. I was just about to call and ask you out for breakfast."
I heard her laugh, damn, what a beautiful sound. "Food seems to be on everyone's mind this morning. I was calling to see if you wanted to go on a picnic a little later. Jen and Bob called and invited us to join them. Cindy said she and Jason were going, and I was calling to see if you can make it."
"Yeah, that sounds like fun. Where are we going?"
"The nature center. If you want to come over here we can all go together. Bob's picking us up in his Explorer. It seats seven."
"What time do you want me there?"
"Bob's coming about eleven, but you're welcome anytime... what?" She was obviously pulled away from our conversation by someone else in the room, "Okay... Cindy wants me to ask you to bring your guitar, but that's entirely up to you, Gray; I'm not asking you to come just so you can entertain us."
"I don't mind at all, but I left it at Plato's last night," I replied.
"Oh, that's right."
"I don't want to leave it there all day anyway, but they don't open till ten. I have to take a shower yet, so I'll walk down there and get it as soon as they unlock the doors. By the time I get to your place though, it'll probably be about quarter to eleven."
"That's okay; if you're late we'll wait for you."
"What do you want me to bring food-wise?"
"Just bring yourself, Gray, we have the rest covered."
"I'll see you in a little while," I said before hanging up. You couldn't have pried the smile off my face with a crowbar. Even though she said I didn't have to bring anything, I knew of a little deli down the street that made the best potato salad known to man. I grabbed a shower, picked up my guitar at Plato's, stopped at the deli, and walked six inches above the sidewalk all the way to Cora's apartment.
On the way, I thought about how my life had already changed after seeing Cora that first time. I was in my fourth year of college. A few people on campus knew me from Plato's and would sometimes say hi, but I really hadn't made many friends. Between my studies and music, I just didn't get out that much. I knew I still had to keep up my grades and I definitely had to keep writing music, but I was finding there was more to life.
The picnic turned out to be the most fun I'd ever had away from my family. I let them persuade me to play a few songs and wound up drawing a crowd. I saw a few had their cell phones out and were recording. Cora jumped up and started promoting me, telling everyone I performed on Fridays at Plato's. It was the first time anyone had actively publicized me like that. I was in seventh heaven.
We all went back to the girls' apartment afterward, but everyone had studying to do so the party broke up early. I was surprised to see Scott hovering over a book when I returned to my room. I looked around; everything was immaculate. He'd cleaned the whole place and I could smell air freshener.
"I, ah... I guess I made an ass of myself last night, didn't I."
"That's putting it mildly," I responded curtly.
"Really pissed, huh?"
"Pissed enough that tomorrow I'm going to see if I can move."
"Oh, come on, don't do that. Look, I'm sorry... really. I promise never to do anything like that again. I don't know what got into me last night. I... I think maybe I was a little jealous—all that talk about settling down and stuff.
"When I saw you walk in with Cora and knew how you felt about her... I don't know, man; all of a sudden I felt I had to prove you wrong and me right. I really am sorry. I've been thinking about it and maybe you have a point, I mean about finding someone special. By the way, Cora is every bit as beautiful as you claimed. You're a lucky man. Please, tell her how sorry I am."
I know I'm too easygoing. I can't help it; I have a soft heart. It was against my better judgment, but he really did seem very remorseful so I decided to wait a little while and see what happened before asking to move.
On the following Wednesday, Cora and I went to the show. On the way back, we stopped at Plato's for coffee. As we sat down to talk, Cora asked if I'd seen any of the YouTube videos from Saturday.
"No, I didn't even think about it."
"Well, you might not have found them anyway. We have to get you some business cards. I started looking on Sunday but couldn't find anything. No one knew who you were or the name of your songs. I was telling everyone in the crowd that you played here so Jen suggested I search for Plato's and voila, I found several. Here, look," she said, pulling out her phone.
She flicked through three or four while I watched. "I'm sure there's more, but who knows how they're worded."
"Did you try 'nature center?'" I asked.
Her eyes widened along with her smile. "No, I didn't." She typed it into the search engine. I could tell by her smile that more popped up.
"Well?"
She turned the phone around so I could see. The whole page was of me. There were comments under several of them. A couple were nasty, but most were very flattering.
"You're going to be a star, Gray; I just know it."
"I don't know about that," I replied modestly, "I just hope to be able to make a living doing what I love... like you."
"Me? What makes you think I love teaching?"
I chuckled a little. "Well, I doubt that you're in it for the money. Between having to put up with parents, school boards, politicians and problem kids, I can't think of another reason anyone would want to be a teacher except that they love it. They love the idea of helping young people grow into respectable, moral and prosperous adults who benefit society by becoming part of it, am I wrong?"
"No, Gray, you're not wrong and it's really nice to know someone who respects the profession like that. Thank you."
When I told her how much I admired the profession it kicked off a discussion on what we wanted to do with our lives and how we saw ourselves in another ten years. Before we knew it, the lights were flashing indicating closing time.
That Friday, I walked into Plato's at my usual time and was stunned; there were only three tables left in the whole place. I saw Andy behind the counter helping the staff. "Jesus, Andy, what are you giving away?"
He gave me a big smile. "They're here to see you, Caruso."
"Me?"
"Yeah, they're all asking what time you start. Listen," he said seeming a little concerned, "would you be able to do more than your usual three songs tonight? We only have four other acts signed up so I'd like to put you on last and you could play as long as you want. You could play until closing if you wanted. I could hold everyone else to two songs if you wanted more stage time."
I was dumbfounded. "Jesus, Andy, I don't want to cut into everyone else's time. Go ahead and introduce me last and I'll play until I see everyone getting tired of me, how's that?"
"You got it," he said with enthusiasm.
I watched as more people came in. "Andy, I'd better grab a table or there won't be any left. I've got some friends coming tonight."
"Don't worry about that. When I saw how packed the place was getting, I reserved those three tables in front for the acts. If you need more chairs just let me know; I have more in the back room."
I thanked him and grabbed one of the tables. I wasn't sure how many were coming. I laid my guitar case on top of the table and kept an eye on it while I stood in line for coffee. I was just sitting back down when I saw Cora walk in with the whole crew. I waved them on over.
"Holy cow," Cindy exclaimed, "I'll bet all these people are here to see you."
"Well, probably not all of them but I guess most of them are, according to Andy, anyway."
"It doesn't surprise me at all," said Cora as everyone took their seats. "Have you checked YouTube lately? Some of those posts have a couple hundred comments. Some people are asking if you'll be playing in their area anytime soon."
It was all so unreal. I had been playing guitar and singing since I was nine years old and it was the first time anyone but a few friends had ever shown a real interest. I told everyone at the table about Andy's offer.
Bob asked, "So how long do you think you'll play?"
"I don't know; it kind of depends on the crowd. If they stay and look like they're enjoying it, I'll play until closing I guess, but if they start walking out, I'll quit."
Just then I heard, "Shit," from Jen.
"What's wrong?"
Jason answered. "Your roommate just walked in."
I looked toward the door and sure enough, there he was with yet another girl. He saw us and walked over with some apprehension. He lowered his head. "I want to apologize to everyone," he said, "I was drunk and way out of line the other night." He looked over at Cora. "I especially want to say I'm sorry to you, Cora. I hope you'll forgive me."
She looked at me. "What do you think?" She asked. "Should I forgive him?"
"That's up to you," I replied. "He asked me not to change rooms and so far, I haven't."
She looked back up at Scott. "Okay, if Gray thinks you're worth a second chance, then I forgive you... but don't ever let it happen again."
"You have my solemn oath," he responded. He introduced his companion as Heather, then started looking around for a place to sit. He spotted the other two tables but saw the reserved signs. He looked at his date, "Do you mind standing?" She shook her head and told him what she wanted to drink. Bob looked at me and I read his thoughts. I looked around the table and knew everyone was thinking the same thing.
"Scott," I said, catching his attention before he headed for the counter, "see the guy in the blue shirt back there? His name's Andy; he's the manager. When you get your coffees tell him you need two more chairs for our table." Both he and his date thanked me. I stood up and offered my seat to Heather and waited for Scott to return.
With Scott on his best behavior, we all talked and had a good time for the next hour until Andy introduced me. I wound up playing until they closed. It was the closest I'd ever come to having a real show.
I guess the word got out because the following Friday night was an absolute madhouse at Plato's. Cora and I walked in together. I saw the same three tables had reserved signs on them so I told Cora to grab one while I got the coffee, but before she had a chance, one of the baristas called to me and said Andy wanted to see me in his office.
"You go ahead, honey, I'll get the coffee and wait for you." It was only the third time she'd called me honey, and I felt my heart flutter every time.
"Absolutely not," I said. "Come on." I leaned in and kissed her as I took her hand. Andy was sitting at his desk when we walked in. He immediately stood and walked around to greet us when he saw Cora.
"Hi," he said as he reached his hand out toward her, "I've seen you sitting at Gray's table but haven't had the pleasure. I'm Andy, I run the joint."
She gave him that million-dollar smile. "Hi, Andy, I'm Cora," she said as she shook his hand.
"Here," he said, indicating two high-backed, leather chairs, "have a seat." He walked around to the other side of his desk and sat down. "Gray, have you ever met Barry Simpson? He owns the coffee shop and the adjacent bar."
"I don't think so, Andy, why?"
"Well, he was wondering if you'd be interested in doing a complete show in the bar some Saturday night. They usually have a rock band, but when he heard how you packed this place he thought about booking you as a singles act for a change of pace."
"Oh, I don't know, Andy, how long would I have to play?"
"You'd play from nine to twelve with two, fifteen-minute breaks between sets."
"Would I get paid?"
"Oh, yeah, of course. You'd get the door."
I must have looked stupid. I had no idea what he was talking about. What the hell was I going to do with a door? Andy saw the look on my face and elaborated.
"An hour before you go on, they start charging a cover charge to get in, ten bucks a head. At the end of the show, you get the money they collect."
"All of it?"
"Yeah, all of it."
"So, if fifty people come to hear me, I get five hundred bucks?"
He chuckled, "Yeah, but Gray, you had over seventy people in here last Friday and I think there's more than that tonight; although, don't tell that to the fire inspector," he joked, "we have a maximum capacity of sixty-five people. The bar averages about three hundred people on a Saturday night. Of course, that's when they have a rock band, but let's say you only bring in half that many, that's still fifteen hundred dollars."
Cora and I looked at each other. "What do you think?" I asked her.
"Honey, it's entirely up to you, but I know you, Gray. You're the only one out of our whole group who doesn't know how good you are. If you turn it down, do it because you want to, not because you're scared."
I thought fifteen hundred bucks would make a good start on an engagement ring. I turned to face Andy. "When would he want me to go on? I'd have to practice some of the songs I haven't done in a while."
"That's no problem, Barry likes to start advertising a month in advance. Would that give you enough time?"
"Yeah, that'd be plenty." I looked at Cora again and saw her smiling. "I'll do it," I said.
"Great, do you have any cards on you? I'll give one to Barry so you guys can talk and get everything all set."
Cora looked over at me. "See, I said you needed cards," she chuckled.
"You don't have cards," Andy questioned. "I agree with Cora, you should get some made. Here," he said, sliding a piece of paper and a pen across his desk toward me, "write down your number."
I wrote my number down and we all said our goodbyes. Cora took my guitar for me and sat down at one of the reserved tables while I got coffee. She gave me a big grin as I sat down. "Are you scared?"
"Petrified," I responded.
"I'm so proud of you." She leaned over and gave me a soft kiss on the lips.
"Get a room, you two."
Of course, Cora and I both recognized the voice and looked over to see a grinning Cindy walking in with the entire group in tow. After all the greetings were done and everyone was sitting, Cora couldn't wait to tell them the news.
"Guess what, Gray is going to do a whole show at the lounge next door."
"No kidding?"
"Hey, all right, man."
"Congratulations, Gray."
The accolades were coming fast and furious. "Nothing's in stone yet," I said. "They could still change their mind."
"There you go again," Cora groaned, "always the humble one. When are you going to learn to toot your own horn once in a while? I don't mean you have to be arrogant or boastful, but a little self-promotion wouldn't hurt."
Of course, Bob had to throw his two cents in. "She's right, Gray. You've been in school what, almost four years, and most of my fraternity brothers had never heard of you until last week. After hearing you sing, they were asking why we never offered you a membership."
It was all very flattering, but I always figured one day my music would speak for itself. Still... I guess there was nothing wrong with being a little assertive. "Okay, okay, I'll order some business cards online tomorrow."
Cora looked around the table. "Hey, it's a start," she laughed, along with everyone else.
That night I did my normal three-song set and was getting ready to leave the stage when someone from the audience called out a request. I looked over at Andy to see what he thought. He had his hands together like he was praying for me to do it, so I did. Before I could leave, someone else yelled out another and then another. I wound up playing for a good hour over my allotted time.
I really thought my friends would be asleep by the time I returned to the table; after all, they'd already heard most of the songs before. I was pleasantly surprised to find everyone energized and talking about one song then another. Jason asked where I found my inspiration. I told him anywhere and everywhere.
We were just getting ready to leave when Andy walked up with a tall, good-looking gentleman who appeared to be in his early fifties. He introduced the distinguished-looking man as Barry Simpson, the owner of Plato's lounge and coffee house. We also learned that he owned The Westminster House, one of the swankiest piano bars and cocktail lounges in the city.
I introduced everyone before he reached over and shook my hand. "You know, when Andy approached me with his idea, I wasn't too keen on it. Saturday nights at Plato's lounge has always been synonymous with rock and roll. We've had the best bands in the city, Byte, Speechless, The Day Dream Believers, they've all played there many times, so when Andy said you were one guy and played a kind of folk rock, well, let's just say I wasn't impressed; tonight, you changed my mind.
"I watched the audience while you were playing. I saw some people laugh when you wanted them to, I saw those same people cry when you wanted them to. You had them in the palm of your hand, Gray. I'm really looking forward to having you at the lounge. I assume you have classes during the day, so I'll give you a call after dinner in the next couple of days and we can hash out the details." He looked around the table, "It was nice meeting you all. If it's okay with Gray, I'll have free passes for all of you on the night he plays." Of course, that was going to be okay with me.
The table was kind of quiet after he left. I think everyone was a little in awe after meeting Mr. Simpson. He was an impressive man. What stunned me was what he said about Andy. I looked at Cora, "Andy neglected to tell us it was him who suggested I play at the lounge."
"Yeah, he sure did. That was really nice of him. This could turn out to be a really big break for you, Gray." Everyone agreed with her, but I didn't want to count my chickens...
The following Wednesday, I took Cora out for dinner and a show. About halfway through the movie, Cora leaned over and put her head on my shoulder as she reached for the popcorn. "We have the apartment all to ourselves for the whole night," she whispered.
I'd never gotten a hard-on so quickly in my life. It was like a jack-in-the-box. I couldn't wait for the stupid movie to end. We didn't wait for the credits. As soon as the last word was spoken, I grabbed Cora's hand, and said, "Let's go." She giggled as we walked up the aisle toward the exit.
"Tonight, it's my turn," she told me in the car.
"We'll share," I replied with a big grin, and share we did. We took turns back and forth as we sensuously undressed each other. This time, I didn't stop her from going down on her knees. She used her lips, her tongue and her fingers, making me so hard I was in pain.
She knew exactly when the time was right. "I'm already wet, baby, just put it in," and I did. This time, as difficult as it was, I managed to hold off and was able to send her over the top before coming together again.
We made the most of the evening and woke up in each other's arms the next morning. It was the most incredible night of my life.
Over the next couple of weeks, we were able to get the apartment to ourselves three more times, but never all night. It would be two hours here, two hours there; still, I was winning her heart, I could feel her falling in love with me, and by that time, she knew exactly how I felt about her.



My show was only two weeks away, I was feeling on top of the world and had finally finished my song, "Goddess of Spring." There was no doubt it was the best piece of music I'd ever written, although I still wasn't quite satisfied. But then, I knew I never would be. How could I be? I mean, there were no words, no notes, certainly no guitar chords that were beautiful enough to express the love I felt for her, but I did my best. All I had left was to decide whether its debut would be in an intimate setting with just Cora and me, or on stage as the last song of the show. I thought I'd call Cindy and get her take.
"Hello, Gray."
"Hi, Cin, you sound a little down in the dumps, anything wrong?"
She hesitated for a moment before answering, "No, a little drama between us girls, but hopefully everything will work out for the best."
"I'm sorry to hear that, Cindy. I sure hope it's nothing too serious. If there's anything I can do to help, please let me know."
"I will, Gray, thanks. Why the call?"
"Oh, I've written a special song for Cora. I was wondering what you thought would have the most impact; if I waited until it was just her and me and sang it for only her, or should I introduce it at the show?"
"I'd play it for her, Gray. I wouldn't wait."
"Done," I said. "Maybe I can take her on a little picnic over by where we first met. There's a little lake there. It's kind of romantic. Thanks, Cin, and I meant what I said about helping if I can." We said our goodbyes and I wondered what could cause drama between the three of them. They were as tight as any three people I'd ever seen.
I didn't hear from Cora all week except to cancel our Wednesday date. That Friday night, no one from our group showed up for open mic night. Evidently, whatever was playing out between the three of them was more serious than I originally thought. I did get her to agree to a picnic the following Sunday by the tree where we first met. I told her I would take care of everything.
Sunday morning, I was almost like a child at Christmas, I was so excited. Scott wished me well as I left to get things ready. It wasn't really cold but the air was chilly so I went to Target and bought a couple large blankets for us. Cora liked Kentucky Fried, so that was next; the liquor store for a nice bottle of white wine was my last stop. I got to our spot early and laid out the old blanket I brought as a tablecloth, keeping the two new blankets bundled up so they wouldn't get cold.
I felt my heart start to pound like a jackhammer as I watched her walking my way. As she got closer, I could see an anxiety I had never seen in her before. I started to wonder if it was the right time to do my song; then I remembered Cindy saying I should play it for her right away.
I could feel the tension in her body as she hugged me, as well as when she kissed me. I decided to play her song before we ate so I didn't get my guitar all greasy, then see if she wanted to talk about whatever was happening between her, Cindy, and Jennifer while eating.
Cora forced a smile as she sat on the end of one of the new blankets and threw the rest over her legs. "This is so nice, Gray," she said in a weak voice.
"Thanks, honey. I have a little surprise for you." I reached for my guitar case. "I, ah, I wrote a song for you." She looked surprised and I saw what I thought were tears of joy, but before I even got to the intro, she jumped up and ran away. I called out but she wouldn't stop running.
By now my head was spinning with questions; what the hell was going on? I stuck my guitar back in its case and was going to chase her but I didn't want all that food to attract animals. I quickly bundled everything up in the blanket and stuck it all in the nearest trash can. The two new blankets, I just left. I grabbed my guitar and took chase.
I was out of wind by the time I got to her apartment. I was about to knock when I heard Cora and Cindy through the door. They weren't exactly arguing, but their voices were loud enough that I could clearly hear what they were saying. "Cora, you've got to tell him to his face. I can't believe you'd even think of writing him some stupid letter."
"I can't tell him, Cindy. I can't look him in the face and tell him, I tried."
"That should tell you something, Cora, you're making the biggest mistake of your life, honey. Please, please reconsider. Guys like Gray come along once in a lifetime."
I was still standing at the door and heard enough to realize the problem I'd been wondering about appeared to be me. My heart was tearing in two. What was going on? I wasn't sure I even wanted to know. Maybe if I just left it would all just go away. No, I knew that wasn't going to happen. I had to find out; apprehensively, I knocked.
"That's him, Cora. You HAVE to tell him; I'm not going to do it and neither is Jen. I'm going to let him in and leave you two alone. Sit down and talk to him."
A moment later the door opened and Cindy looked at me with a very sad face. "She's waiting for you in the kitchen, Gray. I'm praying you can talk some sense into her." With that, she brushed by me on the way out.
I walked in and shut the door. Like a man walking to his death, I took one step then another until I reached the kitchen. Cora was sitting on the far side of the table with a coffee in front of her and a cup for me on the other end. I sat down without saying a word.
"I... I'm sorry for running off like that," she said in a frail voice. "Everything you did was so perfect. I... I didn't mean to spoil it."
"What's going on, honey, what's this all about?"
"Please don't hate me," she said with tears streaming down her cheeks.
"Cora, I could never hate you. I love you with every fiber, every molecule in my body. Please, tell me what's wrong. We'll face it together."
That brought a heavy sob before she wiped her nose with a tissue. She couldn't look up at me; instead, she studied her hands as they twisted another tissue in anxiety. "Do... do you remember me telling you about Jim Kudro?"
"Of course, he was your first love before moving to Europe with his family."
Almost imperceptibly, she nodded her head. "He's back, Gray."
At first, I still hadn't grasped the significance. I thought, so what? "Here, in Chicago?" I asked.
"No, he completed his degree in journalism so his dad pulled some strings and got him a job in L. A. as an anchor on the six-o'clock news out there." She still hadn't looked me in the face. "He didn't know how to contact me so he sent a letter to my parents and asked them to forward it. This came with the letter," she said as she placed an engagement ring on the table between us.
Suddenly, everything was as clear as a bell. He wanted her back, and evidently, she was strongly considering it.
"In the letter, he said he'd made the biggest mistake of his life when he left without me. He said he constantly thought about me and couldn't wait to get back to the states so he could propose."
I hadn't said a word up until then. "He's been gone what, almost four years? Did he ever call you in all that time, even write you a letter?" She was slowly shaking her head no.
"Did he ask if you were in a relationship? Hell, for all he knows, you could be married by now. Did he ask about your feelings before laying this on you from out of nowhere?"
"No," she said, "but his letter sounded like he sincerely missed me every day he was there. He wants me to fly out to LA to be with him."
"What about teaching? What about your schooling?"
"I can just transfer all my credits and finish out there," she said in a flat voice.
"Cora, you're not really considering it, are you? What about us? I love you; I thought you loved me."
"I do, Gray, I do love you, but Jim and I have history together. We were each other's first. We grew up emotionally and sexually together. When he left, it was as if we had interchangeable parts. We belonged together."
I was absolutely crushed, it sounded as if she'd already made her decision. I was doing my best to keep from hyperventilating. "It sounds like you've already made up your mind."
"Gray, it's what he and I talked about all the time, getting married, having kids. It had always been our dream. Now, after all these years it can be a reality. I have to go, Gray. I'm so sorry. I do love you."
I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes. I wanted to stay and talk her out of it, but it would have to wait; I had to get out of there. I jumped up from the table and made a mad dash for the door. I heard Cora call my name but I couldn't stop. If I had, I would have come apart piece by piece and died right in front of her.
I ran to our spot under the tree, slumped down on the grass, and cried my heart out. I realized how much of a wimp I must have appeared to anyone who walked by, but I couldn't help it. I couldn't stop.
I heard my phone ringing from my pocket but just let it ring. I had never felt such a profound sense of loss. It was as if a big heavy curtain had come down and was blocking out the rest of my life. There was nowhere to turn, no direction to go.
I could feel my heart beating in my chest and willed it to stop but it wouldn't listen. It took a while before I realized I'd left my guitar in the apartment. I was not prepared to face her again. Maybe I'd send Scott to get it for me. At that point, I had no idea what to do. One thing was sure, I couldn't live out the rest of my life sitting under that tree. I thought about going back to my room, but wasn't prepared for Scott's scornful commentary either. I started walking with no real destination in mind until I found myself in front of the coffee shop. I bought my usual black java and found an isolated table in the back corner. I tried to focus; I needed some kind of magical words or an enchanted phrase—something that would change her mind, but all I could do was hear her words over and over again.
I looked up as I took a drink and saw Jennifer and Bob as they walked in. Jen was staring at me while talking on her phone. I was hoping she wasn't telling Cora to come down; there was no way I could face her in public. They started my way.
"Gray, I'm so sorry," Jen said as she pulled a chair out for herself.
"Me too, Gray," Bob echoed as they both sat.
"You didn't call Cora and tell her I was here, did you?"
"No, I called Cindy; she and Jason are with Cora, but we all got scared when we saw you left your guitar there. Bob called Scott but he said he hadn't seen you since this morning. We were worried sick, so Bob and I volunteered to be the search party. When we came in and saw you, I immediately called Cindy and told her you're okay. I hope you don't mind."
"No, I just don't want to face Cora right now, especially in public, so I hope she's not thinking of coming down here."
"Gray, right now Cora's not in shape to go anywhere. She completely broke down after you left. When Cindy came back, she found her rolled up on the couch in a fetal position, crying her eyes out."
"Then why? I don't get it, if..."
Jen didn't wait for him to finish. "You're competing against a ghost, Gray, a memory of sexual enlightenment and fulfillment. Cindy and I both knew Jim in high school. At the time we were jealous of Cora. He was every girl's wet dream, but you're twice the man he is. We've both been trying to get Cora to see that but so far, she's still trapped in her fantasy world. We're all praying she wakes up before it's too late. It's not too late yet, is it Gray? You still love her... right?"
"Of course I still love her."
"Then don't give up. She hasn't booked her flight yet. Don't give up."
"Jen, the problem is, I can't make up her mind for her, she has to do that. It has to be her decision. If she chooses Jim, all I can do is pray that he makes her happy."
"The greatest act of love is letting go," Bob mumbled while staring into his cup.
Jen hadn't heard him clearly. "What?"
He explained, "There's an old parable, I don't even know where it came from but it's about a boy who finds a baby bird who's fallen from the nest. The boy takes it home and cares for it. He keeps it warm and stays up nights to make sure the bird is fed at regular intervals. As it grows, so does the boy's love. He holds it in his hand and strokes its head. He names it and the bird becomes a loving pet. Then comes the day when the bird can fly. The boy wants to put it in a cage but his father tells him if he truly loves the bird, he has to let it go.
"And so we learn, true love doesn't mean selfishly holding on to something or someone if they don't want to stay, true love is the unselfish act of letting go."
Jen didn't like his parable. "Whose side are you on, anyway?" she angrily asked.
"I was just making an observation, Jen. It only goes to show how much he loves her. He's not thinking of his own happiness, he's only concerned with hers."
"Yeah, well letting her go is not in my playbook," she said, turning to me. "Fight for her, Gray, please, fight like your life depends on it. If she marries Jim, she'll regret it for the rest of her life, I know it."
How, I wondered? How do you tell someone who they should or should not love? As far as I could see, I had one chance. "Jen, I didn't mean to leave my guitar there. I guess I just ran without thinking, but I really don't want to see Cora right now. If I walk back with you guys, can you just grab it for me and bring it outside?"
"Sure, but you've got to talk some sense into her, Gray. Cindy and I have tried but I think you're the only person she'll listen to."
"I'm going to try, Jen. Do you think you can get her to come to the show on Saturday?"
"We'll get her there if we have to hogtie and gag her and carry her over our shoulder."
I smiled at her determination. "I hope it doesn't take all that. Can we go get my guitar?"
"Yeah, let's go," Bob said while helping Jennifer with her chair.
The sun was going down by the time I got back to the dorm. Scott was waiting with a concerned look. "Jesus, man, where have you been? Everybody's been worried sick."
"Sorry, I guess you heard what happened."
"Yeah, I heard, but I still can't believe it. She's got to be having some kind of a breakdown or something. I know from the look in her eyes she loves you to pieces."
"Yeah, unfortunately, that doesn't seem to be enough."
"What are you going to do?"
"There's not much I can do. I can't keep her under lock and key. If she wants to go, she'll go."
"That doesn't sound like the Grayson I know," Scott stated. "Weren't you the guy telling me about love and commitment? Letting her go to that other guy would destroy you, man; I know it would destroy me."
"You," I said with a chuckle, "you're the guy with the built-in revolving door."
"Not anymore. You remember Heather, you gave her your seat that night at Plato's."
"Yes, of course, I remember her."
"Well, I was thinking about some of the things you said. When I met Heather, she seemed different from the other girls I've been dating. I decided to actually get to know her. We've been exclusive for a while now, and I'm seriously thinking about making it long-term."
I couldn't believe this was the same guy I'd been living with for the past several months. "Well, congratulations, man. I hope it works out for you."
"Thanks, I hope it works out for you and Cora, too. What did she say when you sang your song?"
"We never got that far. She hit me with the other guy before I had a chance to sing it for her."
"Man, you have to play it for her. You put your heart and soul into that song; somehow, you have to get her to sit down and listen to it."
The ensuing week was the most difficult of my life. I was supposed to be practicing for my big break, but it was hard to stay focused and not get depressed. I must admit, Scott helped a lot. He'd badger me as I practiced and told me when it sounded like my heart wasn't in it.
I didn't try to contact Cora. I wanted to give her time to think. I did, however, keep in touch with Cindy and Jen. They told me she talked to her parents a couple of times and to Jim, but never committed to him. I took that to mean I was still in the running.
By the time Saturday rolled around, I felt I was about as ready as I was ever going to be. Barry had called earlier in the week and said he needed me to show up with my guitar around eleven that morning for sound checks. He met me at the back door and introduced me to the sound crew.
This was all new to me. My guitar was an electric acoustic. I could plug it into an amplifier if I wanted to, but never did. The sound coming from the guitar itself was good enough for me. After the introductions, Barry went back to his office leaving me with Keith, the sound mixer, Roy, the sound technician, and Don, an expert with microphones.
Keith started the ball rolling. "Did you bring an amp with you?"
"Ah, no, I... I've never played with an amp."
"Never?" I shook my head no. "Well, don't worry, it won't make any difference in how you play. Why don't you get on stage, take a seat on that stool in the middle, and play us a couple of tunes so we know what you sound like."
"You have a nice natural sound," Keith said as I finished playing. "You don't use any special effects or anything like that, right?"
"No, nothing."
"Okay," Roy spoke up and turned to Don, "we'll use the Fishman amp and the Shure mics. I'm sure he'll need a battery for the guitar as well."
"Yeah, I agree," Don answered while heading off to the equipment room.
Roy turned back to me. "We're going to get you set up. The gear we're using is all designed to produce a very natural sound. Even though you'll be going through an amplifier, you won't know the difference; it'll still sound like your acoustic. The same is true with your vocal mic. The only difference will be that it'll go through our sound system so everyone can hear it equally."
Keith headed for the mixing booth while Roy and Don set up the equipment on stage. When it came time for the sound checks, Roy stood over my shoulder and adjusted the controls on my guitar. I'd forgotten they were even there. They had one mic offset in front of the amplifier and one adjusted for the vocals. I had to play several songs before they were all satisfied with the mix.
Barry came out of his office at the end. "He sounds great," he announced. "Thanks, guys. I'll see you tonight." He walked up to the edge of the stage to talk to me. "Gray, I need you here no later than eight-thirty. You'll come in through the back door and stay behind the stage until you hear me introduce you. I'll reserve this table here, front and center, for your friends, but I don't want you mingling before the show, okay?"
"Whatever you say, Barry. I really appreciate all this."
"Hey, from what I've heard so far I think you're going to be a hit, so it'll be good for both of us. Roy will be at the back door, so just knock when you get here and he'll let you in."
"Will do, Barry, and thanks again." I shook his hand and left.
On the way back to the dorm, I had to take several deep breaths. No one else knew what the night meant to me. It could be my big break... sure, but that was a small part of it. I hadn't seen or talked to Cora all week. I was putting all my eggs in one basket.
"You were gone long enough; how'd it go?"
I chuckled, "Scott, you wouldn't believe it. The coffee shop has one mic that goes through a PA system. The bar has a mixing booth, amplifiers, the whole ball of wax. We did about a dozen sound checks before they were satisfied. Are you coming?"
"Hell, yeah, man. Heather and I'll both be there. Is Cora coming?"
"I sure hope so." I told him where to pick up the VIP passes so he didn't have to pay and where the reserved table was, then we went out for lunch, although I was so nervous, I didn't eat much.



*****
At eight-thirty, I stood in the alley behind the bar. The air was cold enough to see my breath as I filled my lungs and exhaled slowly before knocking on the door. "Hi, Roy."
"How you doing, Gray?"
"Okay, I guess... a little nervous."
"Hey, nothing to be nervous about. I just found out you wrote all those songs you sang. You've got talent, man. Just get up there and be yourself. You'll do great."
He showed me up the stairs and to a small room behind the stage. "This is our green room. I know," he chuckled, "it's not green. They seldom are. It's just a show biz expression. Wait back here until you hear Barry introduce you. There's a speaker over there on the wall. Once they turn the mic on, you'll be able to hear him. That door leads to the stage, and whatever you do, don't forget to plug your guitar in when you get out there."
My stomach was doing flip-flops. I had a lot riding on this show, more than anyone knew. I sat in one of the comfortable chairs they had, took out my guitar, and made sure it was in tune. I closed my eyes and took a few more deep breaths as the minutes ticked by. Suddenly, I heard Barry's voice coming from a speaker in the room.
"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen and thank you for coming. As you know, Saturdays are rock and roll night at Plato's, but tonight we have something special. Some of you already know him from open mic night at the coffee house. When I was first approached about having him play here, I was skeptical until I heard him. He writes and performs his own songs and has a unique style of folk-rock.
"So, without further ado, please put your hands together for Grayson Stevens."
It was too late to run. I walked out on stage, shook Barry's hand, and almost sat on the guitar cord. I looked down at the reserved table. It was filled, but I only saw one face, Cora's. She had a smile from ear to ear. I smiled back, plugged in the guitar and took my seat.
I thanked everyone for coming, said I hoped they enjoyed the show and started with a lively tune I wrote about a childhood buddy and his dog. It had a couple of humorous lines but was mostly about the bond between a boy and his canine pal. I had practiced the order in which I'd play the songs almost as much as the songs themselves. I wanted to maintain a mix of fast and slow and keep the subject matter varied, as well.
The audience was a little slow coming around, but really started getting into it after a little while. I was about to launch into another song when I caught Ron signaling it was time for a break. I announced I'd be back in fifteen minutes, set my guitar on the stand they had on stage for me, and joined my friends.
I was hoping for a big hug and kiss from Cora as I sat down next to her, but it didn't happen. I did get a reserved kiss on the cheek as she took my hand and told me how well I was doing. Everyone was very complimentary, telling me how good I sounded and how much they loved the songs. It was nice to hear, and encouraging. I smiled and thanked everyone, but there was only one person sitting at the table that I was really concerned with.
My fifteen-minute break went by in a flash and I was doing my second set before I knew it. I could feel the audience getting into the songs more and more. Some of the love tunes got more reaction than others, and I knew I had the audience on my side.
When it came time for the second break, the first thing I had to do was take a leak. Scott came in behind me and unzipped at another urinal. "You haven't lost her, Gray, at least not yet. I've been watching her. She hasn't taken her eyes off of you the whole night."
I sure hope you're right, Scott," I said as I zipped up and headed over to the sink.
"When are you going to play her song?"
"It'll be the last song of the night," I answered.
We finished washing our hands and started back to the table. I stopped long enough to order some lemon water. When I joined the group, it was pretty much like last time with more accolades, except that this time Cora took my face in both hands and kissed me gently on the lips. I also had a few people from the audience come over and tell me how much they were enjoying my songs.
If it hadn't been for the threat of losing Cora, I would have been over the moon with the way the night was going, but that threat kept me anchored to the ground.
As I got closer to the end of the show, my stomach was doing flip-flops. I started praying I didn't throw up on stage. I didn't know if it was the right venue to sing my song to Cora during the show, but I had no idea if or when she'd be leaving for California and I had to play it for her. When the time came, I had to give it an intro. I waited until the applause died down.
"Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much. I have one more song for you tonight; I wrote it for a very, very special lady. She's in the audience, and like you, will be hearing it for the first time."
I put everything I had, my entire heart and soul into every word I sang. I could see her eyes glistening by the time I reached the chorus.
Cora, goddess of spring, you are my life, my love, you are my everything, You're a cool, gentle breeze on a warm summer's day, You're a breath of spring when skies are grey,
You're my guiding beacon on a cold and moonless night, You're the glowing warmth of flickering firelight,
You are the key that opens my lonely heart, And I thank God for creating his flawless work of art.
As I finished, I looked down and saw Cindy and Jennifer gathered around Cora. I thanked the audience again, but wanted to get down to the table and see what was happening. Unfortunately, Barry came back up on stage and had me take a couple of bows. By the time I got backstage to put my guitar in the case and got back to the table, the girls were gone.
"Where's Cora?"
"I think they all went to the ladies' room," Bob said.
"Yeah," Jason chimed in, "Cora was bawling her eyes out by the time you finished that last song."
I didn't know what to think. "Is she okay?"
"Hey, man, all I can tell you is that song really got to her."
"In a good way or a bad way?"
"I couldn't tell you, man." We all sat, waiting in silence. After a few minutes, Jennifer came back, leaned over Bob's shoulder, and whispered something to him.
"Oh, sure," he replied before standing.
"What? What's going on, Jen, where's Cora?"
She smiled, "Relax, Gray; you did good tonight, but Cora needs a little time." With that, both she and Bob walked back in the direction of the ladies' room.
I was on pins and needles. Jen's words sounded encouraging, but I really needed to know what was going on. Scott joined Jason and tried to calm me down. Finally, Heather, Jen, and Cindy all came back together, but without Cora. I was starting to get frustrated.
"I need to know what's happening," I demanded. "Is Cora all right?"
"She's fine, Gray. She just couldn't hold it together when she heard your song. That was really beautiful, by the way." The other girls agreed with Cindy.
"So, where is she?"
"She left..."
"LEFT?"
"Relax, Bob walked her back to the apartment. She asked that you give her half an hour then come by. She wants to talk to you, but she needs time first."
"I don't get it, time for what? Did she say anything? Is she still thinking about going to California?"
"I wish I could give you a definitive answer, Gray, but none of us know for sure. As much as she loves you, the memories she has of her and Jim are extremely strong."
I sat there, trying to keep control of my emotions. I took a sip of the lemon water that was still there from the last break and checked the time on my phone. "I can't just sit here. I'm going now," I said as I started to stand. "We're talking about the woman I love. I'm not just going to sit here torturing myself. I need to know."
"Okay, Gray, we understand; I'm sure Cora will, too. I'll call and tell her you're on your way," said Cindy. I grabbed my guitar and headed out the door. My head was swirling with what-ifs. It was almost a mile, but I made it in record time. I quietly knocked so I wouldn't disturb the neighbors at that hour.
"Come on in, Gray, I'm in the kitchen."
Cora was sitting at the table, writing. The engagement ring was sitting on the table in front of her. Her eyes were still red from crying. "I'm almost done, honey. Have a seat and give me about two more minutes."
I couldn't sit, I was too nervous to sit. "Cora, I need to know..."
"Please, honey, just two more minutes," she begged.
"I'm not nearly as eloquent with words as you are, but I hope this will explain everything," she said as she handed me what she wrote.
Dear Jim,
To say I was shocked to receive your letter is a gross understatement. Just seeing your name on the envelope made my pulse race. Reading your letter immediately took me back in time to when every minute I spent without you by my side was pure torture and seeing your ring brought it all back to life. Your words of love rekindled all the memories and feelings; they sent my life into a tailspin of hopes, dreams, fears, and doubts.
Evidently, when sending your letter, you never considered that I might be involved with someone else. If you did, you certainly didn't mention it. The fact is, I am. He's honest, intelligent, talented, and humble to a fault. He also taught me the meaning of real love. You see, while you want me for your own, he's willing to sacrifice his happiness for mine. Except for my parents, no one has ever loved me like that, not even you.
I am sending your letter back along with your ring and praying the man I love forgives me for tormenting him with my uncertainties over the last few weeks.
This is goodbye, Jim. Please, don't contact me again, I won't respond.
Cora
As I lowered the paper, I saw Cora staring at me with tears streaming down her cheeks. "Please forgive me for what I've put you through, Gray. I love you so much."
When she saw me smile, she jumped up, rushed into my arms and smothered me with kisses. It was at that moment when I had no doubt that we would share the rest of our lives together.
After finally breaking our embrace, Cora picked up her phone.
"Who are you calling at this hour?" She just smiled.
"Hi, Cin; listen, I know it's late and you guys want to get some sleep, but is there any way you could give us an hour?" She smiled and said thank you two or three times before disconnecting.
"They're all at the Denny's on Harlem Avenue," she said with a grin. "Cin said they'll be there for at least another hour. Make love to me, Gray, please show me you forgive me."
Of course, we had made love many times already, but there was something different that time. There were no doubts, she was mine forever and we both knew it. We made slow, tender, sensuous love.
Cindy and Jennifer were just coming in as I was leaving with a big grin on my face. Scott had gone to Denny's with the rest of them, then took Heather home so he got back to the room about the same time I did. "So, since you're just coming in, I'm assuming everything is okay with Cora?"
"Yup," I said, happily, "she's staying right here. If I can get a few more gigs, I'm going to buy her a ring."
"How much did you make tonight?"
"I... I have no idea," I chuckled.
"What do you mean, you haven't even counted it yet?"
"I mean I never even thought about it. I was so worried about Cora, I never stopped by the office to get it."
"Jesus, man, I hope it's still there."
"Oh, I'm not worried about it. Barry wouldn't screw me over like that."
"There had to be close to three-hundred people there, man. We stuck around for a while after you left and everybody was talking about how much they liked your songs. I'll bet that Barry guy asks you back."
"I hope so," I replied. "I'm going to ask him if he knows any other places around where I could play, too. I'm hoping I'll be able to afford a ring after another three or four jobs."
As it turned out, I made three thousand, one hundred, and ten dollars. Barry helped me line up a few more jobs and I started the new year by asking Cora to marry me. She made me the happiest man in the world by saying yes.
My folks got worried when they heard how much money I was making. They were afraid I'd quit school, but I assured them quitting was not in the cards. I was more confident than ever that I would have a career in music and wanted to be educated in the business end of it as I'd planned. I had no idea that knowledge would come in handy as soon as it did.
Much to everyone's surprise, unless it interfered with a paying gig, I was still playing Friday nights at the coffee house. I felt I owed it to Andy, and it also allowed me to try out new songs.
It had been a pretty brutal February and everyone was looking forward to what we all hoped would be an early spring. I was just finishing my last song at open mic night when I saw Barry walk in and sit at my table with Cora. I finished up and walked over, holding out my hand. "Hi, Barry; what brings you to this side of the wall?" I asked with a smile.
"I wanted to tell you how good you're sounding. You're getting better and better all the time."
"Well, thanks, I really appreciate that, especially coming from you."
He sat back in the chair and looked at Cora and me like he was the cat who ate the canary. He smiled, and said, "How would you like to open for Gil Hartford at the Rosewood theater in April?"
I'm not sure which of us was more stunned, Cora or me. Gil Hartford was an international country and western singer with several gold and platinum records to his credit. After waiting for Barry to laugh and say, 'gotcha,' I finally found my voice. "You're kidding, right?"
"No, I'm not kidding. Chicago will be his third stop on a twelve-city tour he's doing. His regular opening band had some kind of blow up and quit the show. He's stuck. Blue Note Productions are the promoters for the Chicago show and I just happen to know the two guys who run it. They called and I recommended you. I sent them and Hartford's advance man copies of the demo you've been using and they liked it.
"Now, before you start doing cartwheels, I have to tell you it doesn't pay much, hardly anything really. He's offering two-hundred dollars, but the exposure will be priceless. Having your name on Rosewood's marquee along with his is worth a million bucks in promotions."
I was still in shock. I looked at Cora, "What do you think, hon?"
"Are you kidding? This is your dream, Gray. Who knows where this could lead? Of course you're going to do it, why wouldn't you?"
I looked back at Barry. "How long would I have to play?"
"About forty-five minutes."
I looked back at Cora who leaned in and kissed me. "I guess it's sealed with a kiss," I said, looking back at Barry.
"You're sure?" He questioned. "You'll have to sign a contract and you won't be able to back out once it's signed."
"I won't back out," I told him.
"Okay, good; now, this is the big leagues, Gray. You'll need a lawyer when you sign the contract."
"A lawyer, why?"
"Even though they heard your demo, they're going to want you to audition. If they like you enough, I'm sure they'll want you to join the tour."
"Join the tour? No, I can't do that. I'm not leaving school and I sure as hell won't leave Cora."
"That's why you'll need a lawyer. Contracts are written by lawyers and it takes another lawyer to understand them. Also, you're going to want a clause in there that says you're allowed to sell your own merchandise in the sales booths."
"What merchandise? I don't have anything to sell."
"If you're smart, you will. The Rosewood seats eighteen thousand, five hundred people, Gray, and they're all there to spend money. If I were you, I'd have a minimum of three or four thousand CDs ready to go."
"Barry, I don't have that kind of money. I'm not even sure I have enough to hire a lawyer, and even if I did, I have no idea where or how to get CDs like that. Professor Erickson helped me with the demo, but..."
"No, no," Barry interrupted, "that's okay to send around locally as a demo for gigs, but you need a professional CD with twelve of your best songs."
I must have looked like a dear in headlights. Suddenly, things were starting to sound way more complicated than I thought they would be. "Barry, maybe I should rethink this... Ow," I said as Cora punched me in the arm.
"What do you mean, rethink it? Don't be silly, Gray, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. We'll figure it out."
"Honey, I don't even know a lawyer and it probably has to be someone familiar with the music business."
"You mean like mine," Barry said with a smile. "I'll call him and see what I can work out for you." Before I could thank him, he continued. "Byte sells CDs at all their gigs. They're really nice and very professional. The discs are imprinted with the same color photo as the album cover. They're packaged in a jewel case and professionally wrapped. I'll call and find out where they get them."
Between Cora and Barry, I was starting to believe I could put things together. I still didn't know where I was going to get the money, though. My parents weren't rich and they were paying for my education. There was no way I could ask them for more.
"I guess I could use the studio at school again to record," I said.
"Is that where you recorded your demo?" Barry asked.
"Yeah."
"No way; no offense, Gray, but the mix on that demo is terrible. I'll talk to Keith and the guys. We can do it next door."
"See," said an excited Cora, "you can do this."
"Don't get too excited yet, hon. I still have to figure out how I'm going to pay for it."
Once again, Barry spoke up. "Gray, don't worry about it. You just pick out the songs you want on the cd. I'll figure out the rest. If worse comes to worst, I'll front you the money and you can pay me back from the CD sales."
I tried getting a personal loan from the bank, but they wouldn't even consider it, so reluctantly, I took Barry up on his offer. We had to work on the album during the day so I missed a few classes, but my grades were good enough that it didn't really hurt me. It took us two full days to get everything recorded to everyone's satisfaction, but when we finished, I couldn't believe how professional it sounded.
Barry also hired a photographer to shoot pictures of me while we were recording. He experimented with different color spotlights and before long, had a great shot of me and my guitar for the album cover.
Barry found out where Byte got their CDs and two weeks later, I had four thousand CDs that looked and sounded as professional as anything out there. Barry kept all the receipts for everything and I almost flipped when we went over the cost. The CDs alone were over seventy-six hundred dollars. His lawyer was charging me another grand for the day, which I understood was a bargain. He paid Keith and the guys three hundred each, again, a bargain, but altogether it came to almost ten grand. I was really worried. I couldn't see how I was ever going to make that kind of money selling CDs. It was even worse when I learned the vendors would get half for their commission. It would have been even more if I wasn't the one supplying the CDs.
I was a nervous wreck through the whole process. I would not have made it without Cora by my side the entire time. She was like a rock, never doubting the outcome for a moment. She was with me on the night of the concert. She waited in the green room with me and would be watching me from the wings during the show.
About half an hour before I was due to go on, we heard a knock on the door. It was the man himself, Gil Hartford. I saw his eyes light up the second he saw Cora. I introduced her as my fiancée so he knew we were together. He asked if we needed anything and seemed pleasant enough, until, with no regard for me, asked Cora if she'd like a job in the show as a dancer.



"I'm flattered, Mr. Hartford, but first, I'm not a professional dancer. I'm a teacher, and second, I think it's very rude of you to ask me and not us, as a couple. My fiancé would have as much to say about my decision as I would. Luckily, I know just how he feels, the answer is no thank you."
Hartford looked at me then back at Cora, "Yeah, you're right, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to insult you. Listen," he said, looking back at me, "I hear you're very good so let me make you both an offer. You could both join the tour and stay together. Think about it.
"Well, break a leg out there, kid. Let me know if you change your minds about joining the tour." He left, I think feeling a little embarrassed.
The show was an incredible experience. It's easy to see how stars can get an overinflated ego. On a couple of songs, the audience had their phone lights on and waved them over their heads. The first time it happened, I had to struggle from getting choked up.
I played seventeen songs and got nervous at the end when I realized I went over my time limit. I didn't want to just rush off the stage because I was getting a standing ovation from a good part of the audience. I took a few bows and walked off the stage to my fiancée. She was in tears.
"Honey, listen to them. They love you," she said while trying to compose herself.
Just then one of the show organizers came over. "You got anything for an encore?"
I wasn't sure I heard him correctly. "An encore?"
"Yeah, listen to them out there; they want more. Can you do one more?"
I looked at Cora, "Would you mind if I did your song?"
She burst out in tears again. "Are you kidding? I'd be so honored, honey... "
The audience started to quiet down when I walked back on stage. I couldn't sing the song without giving a little background. "Thank you, thank you, all. You're most kind. I'd like to do one more for you. I consider it to be the most important song I've written because I wrote it for the love of my life."
Almost immediately, the phones came out again and sawed back and forth like the ebb and flow of a giant wave through the entire song. I had tears in my eyes when I was done and my voice cracked with emotion as I said my last thank you.
Both Cora and I needed to come down from our highs so we slipped back to the green room for a little while before going back out and watching Hartford's show from the wings. I'm not really into that kind of music, but he put on an incredible show. His band was astonishing.
After the show, we were invited to a party at Hartford's hotel, but I had to go get what was left of my CDs and collect my money. I was just hoping they sold some. I was still worried about paying Barry back.
I had distributed my albums between three sales booths and there were still hordes of people buying memorabilia at all of them. Cora and I had to wait off to the side until the crowds got smaller. When it started to slow down, we worked our way up to the first one. The guy in charge saw us and came over.
"Did you sell any of my CDs?" I asked.
He chuckled, "Hell yeah, it's selling great. We're still not done, are you looking to cash out already?"
"I still have an hour's drive home. I have to get going."
"Okay," he replied, "I'll tally it up and be back in a few."
While waiting I heard somebody yell above the crowd. "Hey, isn't this you?" he asked while holding up my CD. I acknowledged it was. "Will you sign my CD?"
Other than a few friends joking around from time to time, it was the first time I'd ever been asked for an autograph. "Sure," I replied. I asked someone in the booth if they had a sharpie and was handed one. While signing his, a few more gathered around with the same request. Before I knew it, I was surrounded. I was starting to get tired and was afraid the pen was going to run out of ink. The manager finally got my attention and I had to announce to a bunch of disappointed fans that I couldn't sign any more autographs. Cora and I walked around the back of the booth where the manager gave me a check for almost seven thousand dollars and the remaining CDs. It was a similar case with the other two booths.
I wound up selling a little less than three-thousand CDs that night. I was able to pay Barry back every penny he invested, put a little over eleven thousand dollars in the bank and still had a thousand CDs left. Barry suggested I take a few hundred and approach some of the local music stores to see if they'd sell them on consignment and keep the rest to sell at gigs. I wasn't getting rich, but by the time graduation rolled around, I was making a decent income doing what I loved.
Two months after getting our degrees, Cora and I were married. All of our friends were there. Cora had both Cindy and Jennifer as her maidens of honor and Scott was my best man. He shocked everyone by ending his toast to Cora and me by proposing to Heather, and of course, she said yes. It was also the first time our parents met each other. I couldn't believe how quickly they took to one another. Within minutes, they were all laughing and socializing like they'd known each other all their lives.
After a ten-day honeymoon in the Virgin Islands, Cora and I rented a small home in suburbia. I turned one of the bedrooms into a music room where I wrote and played new songs. What we really liked was the large backyard where we could have our friends over for barbecues. Due to the teacher shortage, Cora got a job teaching fourth grade in no time.
Cora loves teaching, and slowly but surely, more opportunities keep coming my way. With my wife's encouragement, it won't be long before I have my own label and start producing. I've also sold a couple of songs. Gil Hartford wanted to buy "Goddess of Spring" but that one's not for sale. He did settle for another and it looks like it might go platinum. That's not only good for my reputation, but I get a small piece of the pie, which isn't all that small when you consider how many CDs are sold and the number of downloads.
All in all, life is not good, it's great. Cora and I love each other more and more every day and our careers just keep growing. We still get together with our friends and families and have the money to do a little traveling when we want to get away. Through it all, Cora and I have talked on several occasions about expanding our family. We've decided to flush her birth control pills down the toilet. If things go our way, we'll be parents within the next year, with two more young ones planned for the future. Life couldn't be better.
The end.
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He could literally feel his blood pressure rise with each pounding of his heart. A brief moment of denial had Scott reaching for his wallet. He removed an old, faded photo and studied it closely, comparing the features of the image he held in his hand with those of the man sitting only a few feet away. Without even realizing it, he took several deep breaths as his anger fostered.
His mother, sitting across the table, was concerned with his sudden change in demeanor. "Honey, what's wrong? Are you okay?" A minute before they were happily celebrating his eighteenth birthday over lunch in a nice restaurant, and the next minute he looked as if he was ready to kill someone.
"It's him," he uttered, staring over his mother's shoulder. He could feel his face turning red with rage.
"Who, honey?"
She was shocked at the photo he passed to her. "Where did you get this?"
"Grandma's, a long time ago," he answered. "It was stuck in the back of one of her old photo albums," he explained while slowly rising from his chair. He didn't even hear the panic in Mother's voice.
"Where are going? Scott, sit down," she emphatically told him but he wasn't listening. He started moving toward the individual sitting behind her. "Scott," she almost yelled. She attempted to grab his arm but he was already out of reach.
Sitting at the other table was a well dressed man in his early to mid-forties. He heard some commotion at the table next to his but paid no attention until he sensed someone approaching. He looked up at the angry young man.
"You coward, you lousy, no good piece of slime!"
The man's forehead furrowed, partly in curiosity and partly in anger. "Boy, I don't know you and you don't know me. I'm pretty sure you have me mixed up with someone else."
"Like hell I do! You're the lousy son of a bitch who likes to beat up on women; you're the same asshole who walked out on Mom when she was pregnant and left us with nothing."
Derek Haynes was shaking his head in disbelief. "Boy, I'm telling you, you have the wrong man. I never hit a woman in my life and I certainly..."
Just then Scott's mother stood and turned to face them both. Derek first caught sight of her out of the corner of his eye and turned for a better look just as she grabbed her son by the arm. "Come on, Scott, we have to go," she said, anxiously pulling her son toward the door.
He hadn't seen her in almost eighteen years. She had put on a few pounds but he recognized her immediately. Because of her, he battled depression for over five years. "Anne... Anne, wait," he yelled as he quickly stood up.
"Sir," suddenly a waiter and the restaurant manager were standing next to him, "please settle your bill before leaving."
"I'll be right back," he said.
"No, Sir, please settle up now. The lady left without paying as well, so if you would be so kind..."
"You want me to pay for her too?" Now he was pissed. "Fine," he yelled, "here," he said, pulling four twenties from his wallet and tossing them on the table, "this should be more than enough to pay for the pig slop you call food." With that, he pushed his way passed the two and ran out the door. He looked around the parking lot and saw a late-model compact pulling out into traffic. He ran, trying to get a license plate number but was too late. He thought about trying to catch up to them but he didn't even get a good look at the car, and without knowing what direction they took at the corner the chances of finding them was one in a million.
Derek was literally shaking from anger as he walked to his car. He had to sit for a few minutes until he felt confident enough to drive.
Scott hadn't said a word since his mother pushed him into the car and took off like she was at the Indy 500. They were several blocks away before his fury subsided enough that he felt like talking.
"Why did you grab me like that? I wasn't finished telling him what I thought of him."
"I told you, Scott, he's a violent man. I had no idea what he was about to do and I didn't want you to get hurt."
"Huh," he snickered, "he didn't look so tough to me. I wish he had started something."
"Well, it's over; let it go. Hopefully, we'll never see him again," his mother sighed, praying she was right.
Derek was still upset when he returned to work. Amy, his secretary, was returning at the same time. At first, she didn't notice anything. "Have a good lunch, Derek?"
"Not really," he curtly answered as he briskly walked past her and into his office.
His attitude surprised her. As long as she'd known him, Derek had always been a pretty happy-go-lucky guy, even when things weren't going well. She followed him into his office and sat down. "Derek, what's wrong? Did you have an accident or something?"
"No, no accident, something worse. I was eating when this kid came up to the table and started calling me names."
"Names... you mean bad names?"
"Yeah, he called me just about everything under the sun. I had no idea who he was but I'm sure he wasn't finished with the insults yet when my ex-wife popped up and pulled him out the door. I think the kid might have been my son."
Amy was trying to stay cool, but that was a shocker. "Your son? I didn't even know you had a son."
"Yeah, well, I wish I could say it's a long story but it's really not. One day I had a wife pregnant with my child and the next day I didn't. She just packed up and left. I never saw or heard from her again until today."
"Oh, Derek, that's horrible; I'm so sorry."
"Thanks, it was a long time ago. I'm still not sure it was him. Hell, I don't even know if she had a boy or a girl. I suppose she could have had other children by now but the kid looked about the right age. I think I could've caught them in the parking lot if it hadn't been for the manager of that dump. He and my waiter stood right there and wouldn't let me leave until I paid, not only MY bill but theirs as well. I couldn't believe that. I'll never set foot in that place again."
"Where did you eat?"
"DeMar's, on Busse Road."
"They probably thought you were pulling a scam."
"A scam?"
"Yeah, think about it, Derek. Three people sit at two tables, one picks a fight with the other, two of them go rushing out before they pay for their food and the third goes after them before paying for his. The three of you could have jumped in a car and left, laughing like hell. People pull shit like that in restaurants all the time."
"I never thought about it; it still pisses me off though. Shit, so now what? I don't imagine you know anything about tracking people down, do you?"
"No, sorry, Derek, you should try looking online. I'm sure you'd find something that would help."
"Yeah, that's a good idea. Okay, do you have the Kenny proposal done yet?"
"Almost," she replied, "I should have it done within the hour."
"Okay, well don't worry about me and my problems; I need that proposal by three at the latest. Let me know when it's done."
"Will do," Amy responded on her way out of his office.
Forty-five minutes later when she returned with the proposal, Derek was so involved with his computer screen he didn't hear her come in. She surprised him when she laid it on his desk. "Sorry, Derek, I didn't mean to startle you."
"That's okay; I was just following your suggestion. So far, I haven't found anything that helps though. Everything talks about finding tax records or social security numbers, things like that, so I tried looking her up by her married name and by her maiden name but didn't come up with anything. I tried to get the license plate number when they drove off but they were too far away."
"How old is the kid who called you names?"
"Well, if he's my son, I'm pretty sure he's eighteen."
"Okay, let's say he is your son. He probably graduated from high school either last year or this year, right?" She didn't wait for him to respond. "What if you got a list of all the high schools in say... I don't know, a ten or fifteen-mile radius, and went through their yearbooks. You might be able to spot him."
Derek thought for a moment. "That's a real long shot, Amy. I don't even know if they live in the area. I suppose it wouldn't hurt though. I think the libraries carry the yearbooks for the surrounding high schools. I could try that," he said with a glimmer of hope.
*****
Scott was trying desperately to calm himself down. The last thing he wanted to do was spoil his date later that night. For the past two weeks, his girlfriend, Sandy, had been promising a very special birthday gift, her cherry.
They had met as high school juniors and hit it off almost immediately. Of course, Scott, being a young red-blooded male, wanted into her panties on the first date but she rebuffed his efforts time and time again—still, he hung in there.
He was hopeful the act would take place on her eighteenth birthday, two weeks earlier than his own, but she dashed his hopes with a speech that sounded like it came straight from some women's magazine.
"Scott, I consider my virginity to be the most precious gift I could possibly give you. I can only give it once to show the man I love that I am his and his alone. It has to be special. I don't want our first time to be in the back of your mother's Chevy. I want it to be something we'll both remember for the rest of our lives."
What could he say? How could he argue with that? He, of course, showed his support for her decision and started saving every penny he could. Two days before his birthday, he took another two-hundred dollars out of the savings, made dinner reservations at a nice restaurant, and reserved a motel room for later. He had gone through too much to let his SOB dad ruin it.
He took a long shower and tried letting the hot water wash away his anger. Just put the bastard out of your mind, he told himself while getting dressed. His mother was in the living room of their small apartment when he exited his bedroom.
"Wow, look at my handsome man," she said. "Sandy's a lucky girl."
A small smile stretched across his face at the notion that HE was the one about to get lucky. "Thanks, Mom."
"What are you guys doing tonight?"
"Ah, we're going to the show after dinner. I think it's a double feature so don't worry if I get home pretty late."
"What are you going to see?"
He certainly couldn't tell his mom he was going to see his girlfriend naked so he had to think of something fast. "I don't know, Sandy picked it out. She didn't really say what was playing; only that it was a double feature."
"Well, you guys have fun, honey. The car keys are on the kitchen table."
"Thanks, Mom," he said before kissing her on the cheek. Once he started the drive to Sandy's house, thoughts of his asshole dad were the furthest thing from his mind. He was afraid the big grin on his face would alert her parents that something was up, but if they had any suspicions, they didn't say anything.
As Scott was always a gentleman, he opened the car door for his girl. As she slid in, she pushed the armrest up and kept sliding. As soon as Scott sat in the driver's seat, she put her hand on the inside of his thigh and passionately kissed him on the lips. "Are you ready for tonight?" she asked.
"Yup, I have reservations at Evan's Steak House and a room at the Cherry Lane Motel," he replied with pride.
"Did you get condoms?"
"I hope they're still here," he said, reaching under the seat. "I've had them since your birthday. When we didn't use them, I was afraid mom would find them in my room so I stuck them under here," he said, pulling out a six-pack of Trojans.
Sandy laughed, "It's a good thing she didn't clean out the car."
"My mom... clean the car, not very likely," he chuckled.
Although the dinner was excellent, neither took time to really enjoy it. They were both looking forward to what lay ahead. Sandy took a deep breath as they pulled into the parking lot of the motel. She stayed in the car while Scott went inside to get the key.
Scott had been preparing for this night for what seemed to be decades. He'd read and watched every porn site he could get away with on his computer. He had it all worked out in his head, but that didn't stop him from being as nervous as a vibrator salesman at airport security.
Sandy was also nervous but determined to make it memorable. Hidden away in her oversized purse was the see-through baby doll nighty she bought earlier in the day.
As they approached the door, Sandy was surprised when Scott handed her the key card, then screeched as he swooped her up in his arms. He maneuvered her around so she could open the door for him, then carried her across the threshold, kicking the door shut with the back of his foot. Sandy looked at the satisfied smirk on his face.
"You really know how to sweep a woman off her feet," she chuckled.
"Only the woman I love," he replied. That won him a kiss.
Sandy had it all worked out. "Scott, why don't you get undressed while I visit the little girl's room, she said after he set her feet gently on the floor. With that, she disappeared behind the bathroom door.
As anxious as he was, Scott found a tinge of embarrassment seeping in as walked to the corner of the room in front of the bed and started unbuttoning his shirt while Sandy was grappling with a decision to make. The baby doll was just long enough to cover her pussy... panties or no panties? The transparent garment offered almost no resistance to viewing her freshly shaved mound. She looked in the mirror. God that's sexy, she muttered to herself. In the end; however, it was her own bashfulness that dictated the panties be worn.
Scott had already removed his shirt and shoes by the time she exited the bathroom. His jockeys were still in place but his jeans were around his ankles. He supported himself with one hand on a small writing desk while he reached down to pull off one of his pant legs.
Sandy decided to run and jump on the bed so she could watch the rest of the unveiling but misjudged the jump, landed only partially on the bed, and bounced off, onto the floor. Scott was horrified that she might have hurt herself and attempted to rush to her aid. Forgetting his pants were around his ankles, he tripped, and fell to her side on the thin carpet. His worries disappeared when he heard her laugh.
"Are... are... are you okay," she managed to get out between laughs.
"Yeah, I'm okay," he responded with a chuckle, "how about you?"
"I'm fine," she replied, still laughing. It was contagious and soon Scott was laughing with her.
Sandy, while still giggling, turned on her side and started kissing her man with small rapid kisses all over his face. He caught her with his hand behind her head and brought their lips together for a passionate response. Sandy swung her leg over his chest and straddled him as she bent down and continued her barrage of kisses starting at his neck and working her way down. There was no mistaking his manhood as she rubbed against it. "Raise your butt up," she told him as she reached for his Jockeys. She hooked her fingers into the waistband and pulled them down, releasing his rock-hard cock. "God, that's so beautiful," she said with reverence.
Continuing down, she worked his jeans and underwear completely off then removed his socks. She stood and gazed at his naked body while he looked up at the sexiest image he'd ever seen, including on any porn site. "Should we try for the bed again," she chuckled.
"Let's." Scott quickly rolled a Trojan down his shaft and jumped up holding his hand out as a gesture inviting his beautiful partner to climb in ahead of him. Sandy removed her lingerie, and this time, gracefully made it all the way onto the bed with Scott close behind.
For the first few minutes, they kissed and cuddled. Scott knew enough from watching porn to suck and nibble on her nipples while tenderly massaging her soft breasts, eliciting moans that were music to his ears.
Sandy could tell he was apprehensive about sticking it in so she gave him a hint. "Take it slow and easy at first, Honey, I know it's going to hurt at first. You might see a little blood too but don't let it worry you." She was happy to see he took the hint and moved into position.
In the porn movies, all the guys just got in the same position Scott was in and just slipped their cocks inside but he was having trouble. Sandy could feel his cock clumsily slipping and sliding all around her pussy so she reached down and guided him into her waiting hole. "Remember, honey, slowly, please."
"I will; tell me if I'm going too fast." Now, with the tip of his dick knocking at the entrance, Scott slowly started to push. He stopped when he saw pain on her face but she shook her head and told him to keep going. He heard her whimper and knew he'd broken through.
"Oh, oh, just hold it there for a minute; let me get used to it."
Scott held himself in place without twitching a muscle until she gave him the go-ahead but ask that he still go slowly. He withdrew a couple of inches then carefully pushed back in and repeated the move several times.
"Oh, God, Scott, I've never felt anything more incredible. Are you going all the way in?"
"No, honey, only about halfway."
"Try going all the way in but do it slowly."
Ever so carefully, he inched his way inside her heavenly gates until he felt his balls make contact then slowly withdrew and repeated while listening to the sounds of pleasure emanating from his girl's squirming body. Finally, he heard, "Fuck me, Scott, love me, fuck me."
Recalling everything he'd seen, Scott arched his back for maximum leverage and pushed in balls deep. "Oh, God, oh God," he heard over and over. Unfortunately, he felt himself reaching the point of no return, but just when he thought he was going to disappoint his love, she screamed, "Oh, Honey, I'm going to cum, I'm going to... aaaahhhh, yes, yes, of God!"
Hearing her amatory ecstasy sent Scott over the top and together they climaxed in a cloud of lust and love. Scott collapsed next to Sandy as they threw their arms over each other and melted together while trying to gain control of their breathing again.
When Scott opened his eyes, Sandy was staring at him with a big grin. "That was the most incredible experience of my life. I knew it would be good but I had no idea how good. I love you, Scott, I love you with my whole heart."
They both knew they had taken their relationship to a much higher plane. "I love you too, Baby, I never knew I could love anyone like I love you."
After a little pillow talk, Scott initiated round two by kissing and nibbling on Sandy's earlobe. From there, he worked his way down and this time spent more sucking and caressing her soft breasts.
Her ohhhs and ahhhs encouraged him. Once he reached her pussy, he slightly separated her vaginal lips and licked. "Oh my God," she almost yelled. Remembering what he'd learned, thank God for the Internet, he took his time and worked her clit while manipulating his tongue. Her knees came up and her body twisted and turned as she screamed out another climax.
He gave her only a few moments then needed no help this time as he pushed inside of her. The big grin never left his face and he watched her body wreathing in ecstasy under him. Again she came with thunderous results and again he gave her a short breather before starting again.



Finally, he felt himself getting close and picked up the pace hoping to get her to come one more time.
Sandy was in a world of her own. She was almost incoherent as to what was happening to her. When Scott felt her pussy clamp down on his cock he erupted into the second Trojan and again, both bodies tightened as euphoria flashed through their bodies like bolts of lightning.
Unconsciously, Sandy wrapped her arms around Scott's neck and pulled him down on top of her sweaty flesh. She could feel his heart pounding next to her own. They almost fell asleep in each other's arms but luckily Scott glanced at the clock on the desk. "Oh, Sandy, it's almost midnight; I have to get you home."
"Oh, shit," she replied. "You think we should shower first?"
"Ah, I'd love to take a shower with you but I really think we should just go. Chances are our folks will be in bed anyway."
"Yeah, you're probably right, let me brush my hair and I'll be right with you."
They were both glad as Scott pulled into the drive. The lights were out in Sandy's house. They kissed and made out for a little while in the car before he walked her to the door and said good night.
*****
That night, Derek couldn't get the young man out of his mind. The thought that it might have been his son brought back terrible memories of the night his wife disappeared. His marriage hadn't been all peaches and cream; in fact, he remembered having suspicions of her infidelity just days before she left. Even though her desertion seemed to verify his fears, he never knew for sure.
He thought about his secretary's suggestion regarding the yearbooks. God, he thought, what would be the chances? He had no idea if his ex still lived in town or was just visiting someone.
Her parents moved out of town shortly before she disappeared. For a long time, he thought they were harboring her. At one point, his suspicions were so strong he took some vacation time and actually drove all the way down to their home in Orlando and staked it out for several days. When his wife never appeared, he gave up and went back home.
The following day was Saturday. The library would be open all day and the main branch would be open for four hours on Sunday. For lack of a better idea, he decided to take Amy's advice.
The next day he was standing outside when they opened the doors at nine that morning. He found two full shelves of local high school yearbooks, some of which went back to the nineteen thirties; of course, he was only interested in the last two years which narrowed his search significantly.
He sat at a table and started pouring through the last two years of the five surrounding high schools. It was almost noon by the time he closed the back cover of the last book with no results. He went up to the clerk's counter. "Excuse me," he addressed a young man, "I'm doing some research on high schools in the Chicago land area. Do you know how many schools have yearbooks at the main branch?"
"Oh, wow, not off hand, no; were you looking for any particular schools?"
"Not really."
"Sir, I know there're more than a hundred and fifty high schools just in Chicago. Add in the suburbs and you're talking probably a thousand schools, maybe more."
"Oh, shit," he responded, disheartened, "You're right, that would take forever."
"What you could do is go on the Internet. All the schools post their yearbooks online these days."
Even that sounded like it would be insurmountable. "Okay, I appreciate the help, thank you."
"You bet."
There must be a better way, Derek mumbled to himself as he walked to his car. On the way home, he started thinking about the restaurant. If she was there for lunch maybe she works around there... maybe she's a regular. He knew it was another longshot, but sometimes in life, as in business, you just have to throw everything against the wall and see what sticks.
By the time he reached his apartment, Derek had come up with a plan. He hated driving downtown on a Sunday, but the main branch of the library was the only place that still kept newspaper archives on Microfiche and he was going to need all the help he could get if he was going to pull off his bluff.
That Monday, he told Amy he might be a little late coming back from lunch. As he walked into the restaurant, his previous waiter approached him. "Sir, I'm sorry but..."
Derek didn't let him finish. "I want to see the manager, now," he emphatically stated.
"I'm sorry, Sir, he's busy at the moment and you'll have to..."
"If I walk out of here, I'm going straight to the police and having you and your manager charged with aiding and abetting a kidnapper."
That stopped the pimple-faced waiter in his tracks. He stumbled for something to say, but Derek didn't give him a chance. "The woman that you ran interference for the other day kidnapped my child and she got away because of you and your boss. Now I don't give two flying fucks how busy he is, if I don't talk to him this minute, I'll be back with the police and you can both talk to them."
Derek could see he definitely had the waiter rattled; that was at least a small bit of gratification. "Please wait here, sir, I'll see if the manager has time to talk to you," he responded in a shaky voice. Within a minute, the young man was back and asked Derek to follow him. Derek boldly walked into the manager's office and sat down like he owned the place. There was a nameplate on the desk in front of him announcing Stanley Murphy. He didn't know how much the waiter told him, but Mr. Murphy showed no fear, only anger.
"Okay, what's this about?" he asked.
"This," Derek stated as he took copies of two newspaper articles out of his pocket and laid them on the manager's desk.
There was complete silence in the room for a few minutes while the manager read the articles. "It says here you were a person of interest in their disappearance."
"Yes, because the husband is always the first suspect in a situation like that, but as you can see by me sitting here in front of you, there was no evidence of any wrongdoing on my part and I was completely cleared. Unfortunately, by the time the cops got off their duffs and actually started investigating, Anne had made a clean getaway.
"I haven't seen or heard of her in almost eighteen years until the other day in this restaurant. Notice the part about a warrant being issued for kidnapping? As you may or may not know, there is no statute of limitations for kidnapping. I could have caught her myself that day if you and your waiter hadn't interfered."
"How were we supposed to know the situation?"
"I don't know, maybe she's your girlfriend and you knew all along. Maybe you helped her get away on purpose."
"That's ridiculous; I'm married with two kids. I don't..."
"It wouldn't be the first time a married man was getting some nookie on the side," Derek challenged. "Just like me, whether you did anything wrong or not, the suspicion is there. I think, at the very least, the cops should be informed of you stopping me from pursuing the kidnapper of my child. I'm sure they'll have some questions. The story might even find its way into the papers; some of those investigative reporters are pretty damned good."
"All right, you and I both know the only reason we stopped you was to prevent you from leaving before paying your bill. What..."
"Not only MY bill, but the bill of my son's kidnapper as well, nothing like rubbing the victim's face in the mud, is there. Did you and she enjoy a good laugh together after that?"
Derek could see from the expression on his face that the manager recognized the potential for some very bad press over the situation. "Okay, what do you want, money I suppose?"
"Jesus, you're as dumb as a rock. How'd you ever get to be a manager? We're talking about my son here. No, I don't want money, I want your cooperation. I want to know if she's been in here before, either her or the boy. I want to know if you have credit card receipts for her."
Derek pulled out an old picture that he used to print posters asking for information on her whereabouts at the time of the crime. "Here," he said handing it to the manager, "I realize it's an old picture, but she hasn't changed that much. I want you to ask your staff if they know her or have seen her in here before, and if she comes in again, I want a call immediately. Here's my business card, my cell number is on the back. Now, do I have your cooperation or not?"
"Yes, of course, and you have my apologies. We had no idea what was going on the other day."
Without accepting the apology, Derek stood to leave then stopped. "You know what, I changed my mind. I do want money; I want to be reimbursed for her bill."
The manager gave Derek a small nod and reached into his desk drawer for a piece of paper and wrote on it. He then hit his intercom button. "Julie, ask Billy to come into my office, please." A minute later the pimple-faced waiter was there. "Billy, take eighty dollars from the register, give it to this gentleman, and replace it with this money voucher." He looked back to Derek, "Go with Billy and he'll give you your money back. I'll show the picture to our staff and ask if anyone has seen her in here before or has any information on her. I'll get back to you with whatever I find out." Derek thanked him and followed the waiter.
Amy saw the smile on his face as he walked in, "Good news?"
"Not really but I got my money back from the restaurant."
"Oh, I thought you might have found a lead on your son."
"No, I took your suggestion and went to the library, but found out there're probably a thousand high schools in the area. The clerk over there suggested I go online. Later today, I'm going to talk with Paul, the computer programmer down the hall, and see if there's some way he could make an algorithm, or whatever they call it, to scan all the graduates named Scott. If I have to do it myself in my spare time, it'll take months."
When Derek walked into Paul's office later that day, he found him sitting behind his desk. "Hey, Derek, sit down; what can I do you for?"
"Paul, I need your help with a personal matter, I'd pay you, of course.
"What do you need, Derek?"
"I'm looking for an eighteen-year-old boy named Scott. I figure he probably graduated from one of the surrounding high schools within the last two years. I need a program that will scan the high school graduates and select all the Scotts."
"How many schools are we talking about?"
"I don't know. I was talking to a clerk at the library and he thought there might be as many as a thousand."
That got Paul's attention. "A thousand schools?" he almost yelled while sitting up in his chair. "When you said surrounding schools, I thought you meant ten or fifteen. Obviously, I haven't looked into this yet, but I'm guessing something like this would take weeks maybe months to write. It's not something I could do out of friendship, Derek. Even if I cut my regular freelance fee in half, this could run into thousands of dollars. Do you even have a list of the schools?"
"No, I thought you could just give the computer a circumference in miles or something."
"Derek, ever hear the term, garbage in, garbage out? The more information you feed the computer, the more accurate the analysis will be."
There was no way Derek could hide the disappointment on his face. His friend recognized it right away. "Look, I'll do some research and see what all this would entail; maybe there's a shortcut I can find, I'll check and let you know."
Once again, Derek felt as if he'd hit another brick wall. "I'd really appreciate anything you can do, Paul. This could be my kid." Derek went on to tell his friend the rest of the story and left with Paul promising to do his best.
As Derek returned to his office, his secretary could see he was losing hope. As he sat down behind his desk he leaned back, closed his eyes, and took several deep breaths, trying to calm himself down.
"What'd he say?"
He opened his eyes and saw his secretary standing in the doorway. "He wasn't real encouraging. He said it could take months and cost me thousands. I have to face it, Amy; I blew it. Seeing me like that probably spooked her. She's most likely three states away by now and I'm not even positive the kid is mine."
"Derek, if the kid wasn't yours why would he call you all those names? I think it's obvious his mother lied to him and poisoned him against you, probably to make sure he'd never get curious and start looking for you."
"That's a good point, but even so, I'm dead in the water here, Amy. Even if I hired a private investigator, I don't have anything in the way of information to even get him started. If that kid is my son, she's changed his name. She probably changed her own as well. She could be known as Gertrude Schwarzenegger for all I know."
Amy tried to think of something positive to say but couldn't. "I'm sorry, Derek. I know this has to be really hard on you."
"Oh well," he replied, "I actually gave up trying to find her a long time ago. I'll admit, seeing her again got my hopes up, but I'm right back to square one. Paul said he'd look into it, who knows, maybe he'll pull a rabbit out of his hat."
*****
It had been three weeks since the incident in the restaurant, but although his mother refused to talk about it, Scott couldn't let it go. It was just such a coincidence. They'd have never been that far from home if it hadn't been his birthday.
He needed a car, but his mother could barely afford her own, let alone buy him one; however, a friend had a ten-year-old Chevy for sale. Not only would the owner give him a good deal on it, but she was also willing to let him pay it off in monthly installments.
Even though neither his mother nor Scott had all the money for the down payment yet, it was his birthday and she wanted him to at least see it and be able to test drive it. On the way back home, the restaurant was a spur-of-the-moment decision. They were hungry and his mom thought it looked like a nice place to eat.
The fact that she pulled him from the restaurant before he was finished telling his old man what he thought of him still gnawed at him. Scott wondered if the SOB ate at that restaurant often. Now that he had his own car he had the means to go back, but it was almost an hour and a half drive... was it worth taking a chance?
Monday of the following week, Derek was sitting at his desk when he heard his cell phone ringing from the pocket of his sport jacket hanging over the back of his chair. "Hello."
"Mr. Haynes, this is Stanley Murphy, the manager at DeMar's."
"Yes, I know who you are, what's up?" The manager had already told him a couple of weeks prior that his staff had no information on the woman or the boy so Derek was a little surprised to hear from him again.
"The boy who you were inquiring about is in the restaurant."
"Right now?"
"Yes, he came in earlier, looked around, and asked a few questions but left. He came back a few minutes ago and ordered lunch. Billy spotted him. He's positive it's the same kid. Billy heard him ask for a table that faces the door and says he looks up every time he hears it open."
"Don't let him leave," Derek said while jumping up and rushing for the door of his office.
"Mr. Haynes, I don't want a spectacle in my restaurant. Please do not confront him here."
Derek stopped for a second. It was a reasonable request. "Okay, you know Topel Park; it's right around the corner from you."
"Yes, of course."
"Tell him I'll be sitting on the bench near the tennis courts in ten minutes."
"Okay, I tell him myself."
"Oh, and do one more thing for me... "
"Amy," he said on the way out, "I'm going to be out of the office for a while. I'm not sure how long. I'm very possibly going to meet my son. I don't have time now but I'll let you know what's going on when I get back."
"Okay, Derek... good luck," she yelled to his back.
As Derek sat on the wooden bench to wait, he couldn't believe how nervous he was. He looked down at his shaky hands. Calm down, he told himself. Just as he took a couple deep breaths to quiet his nerves, he saw the figure of a young man walking his way. He stood and took one more deep breath.
"You're really here," was the young man's opening salvo, "I didn't think you had the guts."
"I could say the same about you after calling me all kinds of names and then running off before I could answer you."
"I didn't run off, my mom pulled me away before I hurt you," he replied with bluster.
"Yes, your mother, my ex-wife, who kidnapped my child almost eighteen years ago and who I haven't seen since."
"She didn't kidnap me; she ran for her life. She's terrified of you, but I'm not."
Derek realized they were getting nowhere. "Okay, let's both take it down a notch, all right? Let's have a seat; I know you must have a ton of questions and so do I."
They both kept a wary eye on each other as they sat. "First of all, James..."
"My name ain't James, it's Scott, you should know that."
"Yeah, I heard your mother call you Scott in the restaurant. That was a little confusing. I assume she changed your name to make it harder to find her. When we first knew she was pregnant, she wanted to name you James after her grandfather if you were a boy. I agreed, your name would have been James Haynes."
"Haynes, Mom said your last name was Phillips." Now it was Scott who was confused. He reached for his wallet and pulled out the old photo he stole back from his mom when she wasn't looking. "Is this you?" he asked.
Derek took the photo and looked at it. "Oh, wow, yeah, that's me. Your grandfather took this at a party they had for us after I asked your mother to marry me." He looked up at Scott, "It was kind of a—welcome to the family—party. I'm surprised your mother let you keep this."
"She didn't know I had it.
Derek reached around and pulled out his wallet. He removed his ID and handed it to Scott. "What's this?"
"My driver's license. I want you to see I'm not lying to you about my name."
Scott took a look and handed it back. "Okay, your name is Haynes, what's that prove?"
"Your mother has evidently been telling you a lot of things, things that aren't true. In the restaurant, you accused me of beating up women. I have never ever laid a hand on any woman including your mother."
"Ah, huh, and I'm supposed to just take your word for it? I saw how scared she was of you in the restaurant that day. She wasn't acting."
"She was probably scared because there's still a warrant out for her arrest."
"Arrest... for what?"
"For kidnapping, I came home from work one day and she was gone. After a while, I became frantic. I had no idea what happened to her. I went to the police to file a missing person report but one of the cops said if I really wanted to find her, I should charge her with kidnapping. I didn't know what else to do."
Derek suddenly had a thought. "Scott, can you wait here for just a minute? I have something in the car I want to show you. It's right over there," he said, indicating the parking lot about fifty yards away, "it'll only take me a minute."
"Yeah, go ahead."
Derek half walked and half trotted to his car. He reached into the glove compartment and retrieved what he was looking for. "After I saw you in the restaurant that day, I went back there to elicit help with finding you from the manager. I copied these articles from the newspaper as proof of what I was going to tell him. The first one is almost eighteen years old," he said, handing them to Scott, "the second one was a follow up piece they wrote a year later."
Scott started to read but didn't get very far when he looked up at him. Derek knew he had reached the part that said he was a person of interest in his wife's disappearance. "In a situation like that, the cops always suspect the husband of foul play, but you're living proof of my innocence."



Scott finished reading the first article. "I don't believe you when you say you never laid a hand on my mom. What other reason would she have to leave like that?"
"I think she had a boyfriend," Derek responded. "The signs were all there. I was getting ready to confront her, but she took off before I had the chance."
After finishing the article, Scott's hand just dropped to his lap. He was finding it hard to hold back the tears. It appeared his mother had lied to him all his life. He wiped his hand across his nose as he sniffled before starting to read the second article. It was even worse. The follow-up story described some of the anguish and trauma his dad went through. He was finding it difficult to look his dad in the eye.
"Can I... ah, can I keep these?" Scott asked, still looking down at the newspaper clippings in his hand.
"Yeah, of course."
"You're, ah... you're telling me you never beat up Mom, never put her in the hospital, never threw her down the stairs?"
Derek looked a little surprised, "Stairs, what stairs; we lived in a small two-bedroom ranch house on a quarter-acre lot. We didn't have any stairs unless you count the two little ones on the back porch, and your mother never saw the inside of a hospital while married to me."
Scott's heart was breaking, his mind was spinning, he didn't know who to believe. His mother raised him. She told him horrible things about the man sitting next to him, things that fostered hate and revolution... were they all lies? He straightened his back and looked Derek in the eye. "Okay, you made your case but I'm not about to just start calling you daddy," he said, still with a hint of malevolence.
"I understand. Can we at least exchange phone numbers? After all this time, I don't want to lose contact again."
"I'm not going to give you mine... not yet anyway. You can give me yours though." Scott thought for a moment, "Is there really a warrant out for my mom?"
"Yeah, as far as I know, it's still out there."
"Can you get it lifted, or rescinded, or whatever you call it?"
"I don't know, I'm not sure."
"You prove to me there's no more warrant and that she won't get arrested and I'll give you my phone number, but not until."
"Okay, I'll see what I can do. Here's my card, my cell number and personal email address are on the back. When can I expect a call?"
"I'm not sure; I've got some questions for Mom, probably a week or two. In the meantime, do something about that warrant. Even if Mom admits to lying to me, you and I will never have any kind of relationship if I have to worry about her going to jail... and I'll need some proof, something that says the warrant has been taken care of."
"Okay, I'll get started on it."
The two men stood; Derek put out his hand, Scott looked at it for a moment, trying to decide whether or not he really wanted to shake it. He had hated this man his whole life, but now it looked as if that hate may have been erroneous. He took Derek's hand in a firm grip and gave it a quick shake before turning and walking back toward the restaurant.
Derek was beside himself with having met his son after so long, but he was also worried... worried the boy's mother might convince him of her lies again, convince him to never call or contact him again.
Amy was anxiously waiting at her desk for her boss' return. She was married with two kids and couldn't even imagine what it must have been like for him. "Did you get to see him?" she asked as soon as he hit the door.
"Yup, he seems like a nice kid, but he's confused. You can't believe the lies Anne told him. She told him I threw her down some stairs; our house didn't have any stairs."
"Why would she say something like that?"
"Who knows; Amy, do you know any good lawyers?"
"No, why; what do you need a lawyer for?"
"Scott's worried about Anne going to jail. He won't even talk to me again until I get the warrant lifted."
"I'll check around and see if I can get some recommendations, Derek." Thirty minutes later, she walked back into his office with a slip of paper and handed it to him. "I have a friend who works in the county sheriff's office. She said all three of these guys are criminal attorneys with good reputations, but the one on top was the best."
He looked at the names. "Amy, I have no idea what I'd ever do without you. Thank you, I'll call this first guy right now."
Derek first had to give a synopsis to a secretary before being connected to the attorney. He fully explained the situation and was told it shouldn't be a problem getting the warrant dismissed. He said both the DA who preferred charges and the judge who signed the warrant had long since retired, and because it had been on the books for so long with virtually no activity, he couldn't picture any judge not simply signing off on it.
He would do the paperwork and present it to the court later in the week. For that, Derek was twelve-hundred dollars poorer, but he didn't care if it meant having a relationship with his son.
Late Friday afternoon, he heard his cell phone ring again. "Hello."
"Mr. Haynes, this is Julie from Mr. Beck's office. He wanted me to tell you he had no problem getting the warrant for your ex-wife dismissed. I have a receipt and documentation of nol prosequi as proof. Would you like that sent to you in the mail or would you like to stop in and pick it up?"
"How long will you be there?"
"I'm here until five."
"I'll see you in half an hour."
Twenty-five minutes later, Derek walked into the attorney's office and picked up the paperwork. Now all he had to do was wait for his son to call again.
*****
"Scott, are you okay? You've been awfully quiet since you came back from your drive the other day. Where did you go, anyway? You were gone a long time."
"I just drove around, Mom. I wanted to get used to the car."
"How is it? Does it drive okay?"
"Yeah, it drives great. Thanks again."
"You're welcome, honey; just drive carefully, that's all I ask."
"I will, Mom... promise."
That night, Scott's mother wasn't the only one who noticed how quiet he'd been. Sandy also felt there was something wrong. "Scott, what's the matter? Did I do something wrong? You've been really quiet for the last couple of days."
Ever since the meeting on the park bench, Scott had tried to act normally, but evidently, was doing a poor job of it. He just couldn't stop thinking about what he'd been told. He didn't want to believe it, but his dad was very convincing and the newspaper articles pretty much backed up his story. A couple of times he almost confronted his mother but then backed down; he just wasn't ready yet.
He wanted to talk it over with Sandy, but she and his mother had become very close over time and he wasn't sure he could trust her not to say something. Finally, he decided to bite the bullet. He had to talk to someone, it was eating him up inside.
"Sandy, if I tell you something, something really important, can I count on you to keep it to yourself? You especially can't tell my mom. I need your solemn promise."
She looked at him with skepticism, "Jesus, Scott, what'd you do? Does it have to do with the car?"
"No, it has nothing to do with the car and I didn't do anything... well, nothing bad anyway. Do you promise? I mean it, Sandy, if I can't trust you not to say anything, then I'm not telling you."
"Scott, we're a couple; couples are not supposed to keep secrets from each other."
"True, but we're also supposed to be able to trust each other. If I tell you and it finds its way to my mother, I'll never trust you again."
She thought that over for only a few seconds. "You're right, yes, I agree to keep it to myself."
Here goes, he thought to himself. "I saw my dad the other day, my real dad."
"I know, you told me that already."
"No, I don't mean when we ran into him in the restaurant; I've seen him since then, just a few days ago."
"What did you do? You didn't beat him up, did you?"
"No, we sat and talked. Sandy, his version of what happened is way different than what Mom has always told me, and... I tend to believe him. I know she lied about his name, it's not Phillips, it's Haynes; he showed me his driver's license. He also gave me some newspaper articles from when Mom left. According to them, she put him through hell; and what Mom always said about him throwing her down the stairs, according to him, that house had no stairs.
"He thinks she had a boyfriend and ran away with him. I wonder if that was Jack? I thought he was my dad when I was small, but when he left, she told me he wasn't. I was only four or five at the time, and Mom said he was just a friend who helped her get away from my real father who beat her up all the time. From that point on, every time I asked a question about my real dad, she'd just say he was a violent man and she didn't want to talk about him.
Sandy wasn't convinced, "So that's it, you meet this guy one time and you're ready to throw your mother under the bus?"
"First of all," he replied with an edge to his voice, "he isn't 'this guy,' he's my dad, and second, I'm not throwing anyone under the bus, but I think I deserve the truth."
She couldn't really argue with that, but she had a good relationship with Anne and didn't want to see it destroyed. "Scott, I'm sure your mother lied about the names to protect you."
"Yeah, okay, I get that, but she could have told me the truth when I got old enough to understand. She didn't have to keep lying about it. I'm just wondering how much of what she told me was a lie. You know there's a warrant out for her arrest."
"What, a warrant... for what?"
"Kidnapping, yeah, he swore out a warrant for kidnapping me when she left. I don't want to see Mom go to jail, so I told him he had to get it canceled if he ever wanted to see me again, but I think it gives more credibility to his story.
"I'll tell you, Sandy, if you'd been there and saw him, I think you'd believe him too. He just doesn't look like the kind of person Mom described, not at all."
"Scott, we're talking about your mother. Whatever she did, she did it because she loves you and wanted to protect you; don't forget that."
"Yeah, I know, it's just... I don't know, if what he says turns out to be true and she's been lying to me all this time... hell, Sandy, he lives an hour and a half from here; we could have had some kind of relationship when I was growing up."
"Well, you need to talk to your mom, Scott. Wondering what's true and isn't true isn't going to do you any good. I know you; you won't rest until you get answers, so talk to her. Tell her what he said and see what she says."
"I'm going to, but not until I know for sure there's no more warrant just in case she flies off the handle and goes after him some way."
Sandy had been hoping to have Scott between her legs by that time, but it didn't look like it was going to happen. Instead, she suggested they go to a show, "Maybe it'll take your mind off of things for a while," she said.
By the time the show let out, it was too late to get a room, but that didn't mean they couldn't find a quiet place to park.
*****
It had been more than a week since Derek was able to get the warrant dismissed, and still no call from his son. He was getting anxious. What if his mother talked him out of ever talking to him again, what then? How would he find them?
Amy knocked on the wall next to the open door to his office and poked her head inside, "Derek, did you give your son our work email address by any chance?"
He had to think, "Yeah, I gave him my business card, why?"
"Go into your email, I think there's a message from him."
Derek's eyes widened with anticipation as he hurriedly clicked into his email and scanned down the list until he found one that didn't look familiar and opened it.
Did you get the warrant canceled?
Yes, I did, I have proof.
Show me, send it to me.
Derek reached into his top drawer and withdrew the legal document. "Amy, would you scan this to him, please."
She had a big smile on her face when she took the paperwork from him. "Sure thing, Derek. Would you mind if I wrote a note with it telling him what a great guy you are?"
"I'm not sure how he'd take it, Amy. I appreciate the thought, but just scan him the paperwork for now."
"DONE!" she yelled from the outer office.
Now all he had to do was wait... that was the hard part. He tried getting back to the sales report he was working on before Amy's announcement, but he had a hard time concentrating. About ten minutes had elapsed...
"Derek, he's back," Amy yelled from her desk.
He almost broke his finger as he clicked on the mouse. "It looks real."
"I can send you the name and number of the attorney that took care of it if you like?"
"No, that's okay, I believe you. I'll get back to you."
"Okay, when?" He waited for an answer but it didn't come. Once again, he had to play the waiting game.
That night Scott swung by Sandy's house to pick her up. It had been a few days and both he and she were horny as hell. Always the gentleman just like his mother taught him, he walked up to her door and rang the bell. Sandy's dad answered and gestured for him to come in. He didn't say anything, but Scott got the impression he knew they were having sex.
"I think they know," he said as soon as they were in the car.
She knew what he was talking about. She had the same impression. "Honey, we're both eighteen, they'd be kind of stupid if they didn't figure we were having sex by now; besides, I think my mom heard me on the phone the other day. I was talking to our family doctor and got a prescription for birth control pills."
"You did?"
"Yup, no more condoms," she said with a big smile.
*****
Scott hated the thought of confronting his mother. All his life she had worked hard to be a great mother as well as fill in for his dad at times. He owed her his gratitude for all she'd done, all the sacrifices she'd made for him, but he had to know the truth, he knew he couldn't put it off any longer.
He wanted her to be relaxed, so he waited till the weekend when she was off work; he gave her Saturday to unwind. It was a Sunday afternoon that he'd never forget...
"Mom, I have something really important I need to talk to you about."
She reached for the remote and turned the TV off with a small sigh. She had anticipated this and was sure she knew the topic of conversation. After all, what could be more important to a young man than wanting to marry the girl of his dreams, but she wasn't ready to give him up yet. She had already rehearsed her speech about waiting and hoped it would convince him to remain a bachelor for a few more years.
What she wasn't prepared for was her son's answer when she asked what he wanted to talk about.
"I need the truth, Mom. Please, don't get mad, but I saw my dad a couple of weeks ago. I talked to him and his story is a whole lot different than yours. He has newspaper articles from back then that say you simply left. One of the articles says how the cops thought he murdered us. He went through hell, his friends deserted him, and he lost his job.
"When the cops finally let him off the hook, they swore a warrant out for your arrest on kidnapping charges."
She gasped, "I... I had no idea there was a warrant for my arrest."
"Don't worry, I got Dad to get it dismissed. He said he thought you left with a boyfriend; was that Jack?"
Anne already had tears in her eyes. She lived every day of the previous eighteen years in constant fear of that moment, praying it would never come, but there it was.
She knew her son was no idiot, trying to continue with the lies was hopeless, it was time to pay for her sins. The truth she was about to disclose was going to be bad, but even at that, she couldn't tell him the whole truth. What she would tell him would be hard enough for him to hear, the whole truth would probably turn her son against her for life. "Yes, Honey, it was Jack."
"Mom, how could you do that? Dad never did hit you, did he... never threw you down the stairs or anything like that."
"No, Honey, I'm sorry, your dad never laid a hand on me."
"Then why?" He was starting to break down in anguish. Tears flooded his eyes and were dripping down his face. "Why would you say those things? You ruined his life for years. He could have been sent to prison for something he never did..."
His mother was not only feeling her own agony, but also that of her son. She was starting to feel a little light-headed and had to take some deep breaths. "I didn't know about that, Honey, I had no idea they would try to blame him like that."
"Then why all the lies about him beating you up."
"I only told that to your grandma and grandpa. I needed an excuse. I couldn't tell them I'd fallen in love with another man, they would've never accepted that. They would have disowned me and I wanted you to know your grandparents. The lie worked so well with them that when you got older and started asking questions, I told you the same thing so you wouldn't hate me. I'm sorry, Honey."
"Sorry! He lives in Arlington Hills, Mom. He works not far from the restaurant where we saw him. Even if you didn't want to be married to him anymore, me and him could have had a relationship. We could have been father and son, gone to ball games together; he could have come to my graduation."
"I know, Honey. I was being selfish but I tried to make up for it. I've tried my hardest to be the best mom anyone could ask for."
While his mother was trying her best to keep the damage at a minimum, Scott thought of something else. "You said you fell in love with Jack, right; which means you were screwing him while you were still married to Dad?"
She needed more excuses... "Honey, I... I don't think your father loved me anymore, he was always working. When he was at home, he was tired all the time. I was feeling lonely, and unloved. Jack was the friend of a friend; he would sometimes come over and keep me company during the day. We... we grew closer and fell in love with each other. I... I left the way I did because I felt guilty; I just couldn't face your father, but honestly, I had no idea anyone would have thought he killed us, that's ridiculous. I figured he'd find someone new and go on with his life."
"I never thought to ask if he was married," Scott replied, "but I know he had to see some shrink."
"I... I had no idea I'd caused him so many problems. Honey, I'm so very, very sorry for all this. All I can do is ask for your forgiveness and hope you'll take my efforts to be a good mom into account."
Scott was devastated. Of course, since talking to his dad, he had suspected a lot of what his mother told him was a lie, but the realization of her cheating on his dad while she was still married was hard to take. "I have to get out of here."
"Honey, I don't think that's a good idea. You're upset, you shouldn't drive like that."
"I'll be fine," he stated.
The anger in his voice was obvious. "Scott, please... please, Honey, don't hate me. I couldn't bear to have my son hate me," she wept.
"I don't hate you, Mom, but I can't believe you've lied to me like this. All my life you made me believe my dad was some kind of monster. I hated him and now I find out it was all based on lies."
He headed for the front door but stopped to look back at his mother, the only parent he ever knew; she was sitting on the couch with her hands covering her face. Her body shook as she bawled like a baby. Briefly, he wondered if he should leave her like that, but knew there was no way he could stay in the same room as her, not just then anyway.
Clear Lake, Indiana, was a small red-neck town with not much to offer other than the lake itself. There was a large parking area adjacent to the public boat launch. Scott wanted to be alone and figured it would offer the best chance for solitude. He pulled in on the back side of a large pickup with a boat trailer. There he was completely hidden from the rest of the world.



He adjusted the car seat to go back as far as it would go and leaned back, trying to relax. It was no use. He could feel tears leaking down the side of his face. He had been through some rough times growing up but nothing like he was experiencing at that moment. All he could think about were all the times he missed having a father. He looked out the windshield at the cloudless blue sky and thought of all the times he lay in bed at night and fantasized about how his make-believe dad would advise him on how to handle a situation that he'd had that day.
After leaving the apartment, Scott wanted to be alone but the more he thought, the more he needed to let it out. He reached for his phone. "Hi, Sandy."
"Hi, Honey, you sound a little down; did you talk to your mom?"
"Yeah, she pretty much admitted everything. She's been lying to me my whole life. Dad never hit her, she said he never laid a hand on her but that's not the worst thing, she was screwing Jack behind his back."
"Oh, Honey, I'm so sorry. Where are you?"
"I'm by the lake not far from the apartment."
"Do you want company?"
"I don't think I'll be much fun to be around right now."
"I don't care about that, Scott. Why don't you come over and pick me up? If you want to talk, I'll be there to listen; if you don't want to... well, that's okay too."
Sandy was watching out the window. As soon as she saw his car pull up, she yelled to her folks that she was going out for a while. As miserable as Scott felt, just seeing her raise his spirits, at least a little.
Scott was determined he wasn't going to break down in front of his girlfriend but he couldn't keep the emotion out of his voice as he told her about the conversation he had with his mom. She knew there was nothing she could do except listen. It broke her heart to see him in so much pain.
"I just keep thinking about all the times I wished I had a dad," he told her. "I keep wondering if he would have been proud of me."
"Honey, I'm sure he's already proud of you, you're his son."
"That doesn't mean anything. He doesn't know me; he doesn't know anything about me. Hell, after he told me his story and I read those newspaper articles, I know him a lot better than he knows me."
"Well, that can be rectified, Honey. You have his number. Call him, spend time with him, get to know him, and let him know you.
"I know your mother's not your favorite person right now, but she did teach you to be a good person; she's proud of you. I'm sure proud of you. I have no doubt he's going to be proud of you as well, Honey. Call him, set up another meeting."
"I intend to, whether my mother likes it or not."
"I think she already knows it's inevitable, Honey. Don't worry about her right now, she's not going to try and stop you."
"You want to meet him?" Scott asked.
"Me... sure, I'd love to meet him."
"Maybe I should call him now, maybe we could have dinner next Sunday; what do you think?"
"You should call him first before making plans. We don't know what he does on Sundays, but if he's okay with it, I think it's a great idea."
Scott was so nervous his hand was shaking as he dialed the number on the back of his dad's business card. When Derek answered, Scott almost froze and could hardly talk. "Ah... it... it's me--Scott." He could feel Sandy's hand lightly rubbing his arm in a comforting gesture.
"Scott, God, I'm so glad you called, how are you doing?"
There was no mistaking the joy and happiness he heard in his dad's voice. It calmed him down a little. "I'm okay, I guess. I..." he started to ramble, "I talked to Mom, she admitted everything. She said you were working all the time and she was lonely. She fell in love with Jack; he was my stepdad for a while. She said she felt so guilty she couldn't face you so they just left. She said she was afraid her parents would disown her, that's why she made up the lies about you beating her up."
"Scott, that's all ancient history. What about you and me? I hope we can get to know each other."
"That's actually why I'm calling. I was wondering if you had any plans for next Sunday. I thought maybe we could have lunch or dinner together, Sandy, my girl would like to meet you also."
"I have a better idea; my house isn't very big but it has a nice backyard equipped with a brand new grill. How about you and Sandy coming over here? Are either of you vegetarians or have any special diet?"
"No, nothing like that," Scott replied.
"Okay, what do you like?"
Scott looked over at Sandy and quietly asked if there was anything she'd like. She answered that anything was fine with her. "Ah, we're not picky, anything you suggest is fine with us."
"We have a great butcher down the street, T-bone steaks okay with you?"
Scott looked at Sandy, "T-bones?" Her eyes opened wide as she nodded her head with a smile.
"If it's not too much trouble," Scott replied, "that would be great."
"It's no trouble at all. I'll email you my address with directions on how to get here. What direction are you coming from?"
"I live in Indiana."
"Okay, you obviously know your way to the area. I'll send you directions from when you get off of the expressway to my house. I'll figure lunch around one, but you're welcome anytime you want to get here." They said their goodbyes and disconnected.
Sandy was close enough to catch parts of Derek's side of the conversation. "He sounds really nice, Honey."
"Yeah, I know. The more I think about him the angrier I get with my mom for keeping us apart all those years."
"Honey, please don't be too hard on her. What she did was terrible, I agree, but I'm sure she had her reasons. As long as I've known her you've always been her number one priority. I'm sure she thought she was doing the right thing."
"Sandy, I know you're in her corner..."
She immediately interjected to correct him, "I'm not in her corner, Scott. I'm in your corner. I just don't want to see you reject one parent for another. All this time you've lived with only your mom, wouldn't it be nice to have her and your dad in your life for a change?"
He didn't even have to think about it, "Yeah, it sure would. Okay, I'll try to cut her some slack, but I doubt very much if we ever have the kind of relationship we used to have."
The next day, Derek was walking on air when he strolled into his office. The last couple of weeks had been hard on him, so Amy recognized his change of attitude immediately. "Have a good weekend, Derek?"
"Yeah, I sure did," he answered with a big smile. "My son called yesterday. He's coming over to the house next Sunday and bringing his girlfriend. We're going to have a cookout."
"Derek, that's wonderful."
"Yeah, I'm a little nervous though. I don't have any experience with being a dad and this deal with his mother scares the hell out of me. Although I always expected that she'd run off with a boyfriend, there was always the possibility that they had been kidnapped or that something had happened to them.
"Not that I wanted anything to happen to them but there was always that element of doubt that she didn't simply just abandon me. Then I find out she not only left me for someone else but she's been lying to my son all these years, telling him all kinds of horrible things to turn him against me.
"Amy, I hate her more now than I ever have. I'm not even sure hate is the right word; whatever I feel for her is beyond hate.
"Over the phone, Scott said he talked to her and she admitted lying. I told him it was all in the past but it's really not. This whole scenario has brought it around full circle, and I'm afraid I'm going to say something to alienate him."
"Derek, what good does it do to hate her like that?"
"Amy, I can't help the way I feel. I can't just turn it off; it's not that easy. I'm even pissed at myself for falling in love with someone like that in the first place. I can't believe I was so blind."
"Isn't that exactly what they say... 'love is blind.' Derek, you have to let go of that hate. I'm not saying you should forgive her, but you're right, even if you don't say anything, Scott's going to sense that hate for his mother and it just may put a strain on your relationship with him. You might even have to interact with her at some point; what're you going to do then? You have to find a way to let it go.
Derek had been so excited about having a relationship with his son, he'd never thought about the possibility of being around his ex again. The thought both terrified and enraged him at the same time.
For the rest of the day, Derek's mind was swimming with thoughts and emotions. He didn't feel like going straight home after work, so he stopped in at his favorite watering hole, Plato's Place. Unconsciously, a small smile stretched across his face when he saw Tom, the owner, bartending. He always liked Tom.
"Hi, Derek, hard day?"
"Is it that obvious?"
"I just don't think I've ever seen you in here on a Monday before."
"It's only Monday?"
Tom chuckled, "So, do you still drink your usual on Mondays, or do you want something stronger?"
"My usual is fine, Tom, thanks."
Tom turned to retrieve a frosty mug from the freezer and filled it from the tap. "Here you go," he said, setting the ice-cold brew down in front of Derek. "Now, what has a successful entrepreneur like yourself so bummed out?"
"Reader's Digest version... my ex-wife. For the first time in eighteen years, I have the opportunity to have a relationship with my son, but I'm afraid the intense hatred I have for my ex-wife will screw it up."
"Why do you hate her so much?"
"It's a long story, but in a nutshell, she left me when she was pregnant with my son, no note, no warning, no nothing; I came home from work one night and she was gone. I never saw her again until we accidentally ran into each other in a restaurant a few weeks ago."
"Wow, yeah, that's even worse than my ex-wife story."
"What'd yours do?"
"Stabbed me with a kitchen knife, see," he said, stretching out his right forearm for Derek to see the scar."
"Holy Cow, Tom, she just stabbed you for no reason?"
"Nah, she stabbed me because I was beating the hell out of her boyfriend," he said with a chuckle.
"Oh," Derek replied with a smile, "unfortunately, I'll probably never get that chance. My ex ran off with some guy named Jack Wilson, but he's in the wind now too. He took off on her a few years after she left me."
"Hah, poetic justice, as they say."
"Yeah, I guess, but it doesn't help my situation. Suffice it to say, there are other circumstances involved, but I never knew I could hate anyone as I hate her. It scares me."
"I know what you mean," confirmed Tom, "I actually thought about rigging the brakes on their car after the divorce. Then I thought, with my luck they'd kill some other poor bastard and they'd survive.
"You should see a shrink; that's what I did."
"Huh." Derek chuckled, "I saw one for five years after she left me. That guy really did help me. Did yours help you?"
"Well, he was a she, but yeah, she did; not to mention that I wound up marrying her sister."
Derek laughed at his friend's turn of events. "Does she still practice?"
"Yup, she says going to keep practicing till she gets it right," Tom replied with a chuckle. He grabbed a napkin and a pen from behind the bar. "I don't have her number handy, but here's her name. Her office is just off of North Avenue in the city."
"Thanks, I just might give her a call," he said as he drained the last of his beer. They said their goodbyes and Derek headed for home.
That week was hard on both Scott and his mother. He barely spoke to her at all. She wished she had someone to talk to and ask for advice, but she couldn't afford a therapist and she didn't have that many friends. She couldn't talk to any of the few she did have, because that would entail confessing to what she'd done and that was a nonstarter.
She hated going to bed at night; there were no distractions. No matter how tired she was, she'd lie there, alone with her thoughts and her regrets. She kept telling herself she must have been crazy. Derek might not have been the most exciting guy around, but he loved her, there was never any doubt of that. Back then, if she'd had the sense and maturity that she currently had, she would have never cheated on him, not with Jack, not with any of them.
Toward the end of the week when Scott told his mother he and Sandy were going to visit his dad, she didn't like it but she couldn't stop him if she wanted. Again, she begged her son for forgiveness but knew in her heart things would never be the same between them. She tried to put on a brave face and asked him to convey her deepest apologies to his dad. Scott said that he would.
He picked up Sandy and headed for Illinois. He had Sandy read him the directions when he exited the expressway and pulled into his dad's driveway a little after eleven o'clock.
Derek had been keeping one eye open for them as he was getting ready and was out the door almost immediately. He felt like a child at Christmas as he greeted them, almost running from his porch. He didn't want to rush things; he knew Scott had to warm up to him in his own time, but he couldn't help the enthusiasm as he shook his son's hand. "Hi, Scott, I'm so glad you called." He looked toward the beautiful young lady to his right, "And this must be Sandy; I'm so glad to meet you," he said, shaking her dainty hand. "Welcome to you both, come on in."
He led them into his modest, three-bedroom ranch home and showed them around. "I know it's not much, but it's comfortable," he told them.
"It looks pretty good to me," Scott commented. "Mom and I live in a small two-bedroom apartment.
"The best part is back here," he said while leading them through the kitchen and out the back door to a beautiful large deck overlooking a well-manicured, fenced-in lawn.
"Oh wow," both Scott and Sandy said simultaneously.
"I have a buddy who's a carpenter. We built it together shortly after I bought the place."
Sandy directed Scott's attention to the other side of the deck. "Look, Honey, he has a hammock out here."
"Yeah," Derek replied with a small laugh, "believe it or not, I sometimes sleep out here when the mosquitoes aren't bad."
"I believe it," Sandy responded, "I'd sleep out here all the time. It's so quiet and peaceful, you can't even hear the cars."
"Yeah, the way the houses are built out here, they kind of act as a sound barrier. It's the main reason I bought this place." Derek offered them a chair and ran through a list of things he had to drink. They both stopped him when he got to iced tea.
As they sat back and started to relax, Scott was soaking it in. "Man, this is really nice."
"Yeah," Sandy concurred, "I could get used to this real quick."
"Well, you know you're welcome any time."
Trying to fill a silent moment, he unwittingly broke his dad's good mood. "Mom wanted me to tell you she was sorry for what she did."
Simply referencing the woman who hurt him so badly was like nails across a chalkboard for Derek, but he managed to keep his rage in check. "Tell her I said thanks," he said, pretty well masking his feelings, "but why don't we just concentrate on ourselves; are you working?"
"Yeah."
Sandy chimed in, "Huh, slaving is more like it."
"I work for a roofing company," Scott continued.
"Jesus, that's got to be unbearable on hot days. I sure hope they pay well."
"Not really, I make a couple of bucks over minimum wage."
"That's it?"
"Yeah, I'm just a trainee. Most of the time I just haul shingles and supplies up to the guys on the roof."
"Wow, I guess it's safe to say you're not afraid of hard work," Derek said with admiration. "Sandy, what about you?"
"I work as a cashier at Target."
"She makes almost as much as me," said Scott. "How about you?"
"I'm an independent rep for Leica. They make an unbelievable array of products, everything from ground penetrating radar and mapping units to the world's finest cameras. They're world-famous for their optical lens quality. That's what I cover; I mostly sell cameras, microscopes, and binoculars."
"I'll bet not many people buy microscopes."
"I don't sell anything to people, Scott. I sell to companies and large corporations. I sell microscopes to hospitals, universities, and science labs, places like that. They range in price anywhere from sixty-five grand to a few thousand."
"Sixty-five thousand dollars for a microscope?" Scott was astonished.
"That's as high as my product line goes, there are others out there that cost much more. Titan makes one that runs over six mil. Most of the microscopes I sell run between four and six grand a piece, but I rarely sell just one or two. A college or hospital will usually buy anywhere from fifty to a couple hundred at a crack.
"Enough about work; you guys getting hungry? I have a salad in the fridge, and some potatoes in that little burn pit over there; ever had potatoes smoked and roasted in a pit of burning leaves and wood chips?" Scott and Sandy looked at each other, then back at him and shook their heads. "Oh, you're in for a real treat," he told them.
He was right, neither Scott nor Sandy had ever tasted a meal any better. After filling their stomachs, Derek made another pitcher of iced tea and filled their glasses.
As they all sat around talking, Scott couldn't believe how comfortable he felt in his father's presence. He hated to think about leaving but it was getting to be that time. Sandy didn't want to leave either, but Scott was driving, and unless she wanted to hitchhike home, she had to go with him.
They had barely pulled into traffic when Sandy almost screamed with enthusiasm, "Scott, your dad is FANTASTIC," emphasizing the adjective.
"Yeah, he kind of is, isn't he. I can't believe Mom ditched him for Jack. I don't remember a lot about him, but I remember them yelling at each other a lot."
"I wish we could have stayed longer."
"I've got to be at work by seven tomorrow morning, Sandy."
"I know, but it's still early."
"I also have sixty bucks in my pocket."
"Sixty dollars?"
"Yup, and a room at the Day's Inn on route forty-one is only forty-eight dollars—fifty-two with tax," he said with a smile.
Sandy suddenly saw the logic in leaving early. She reached over and kissed him on the cheek. "You're pretty fantastic yourself, big boy."
Scott's mother had been torturing herself all day with one fearful thought after another. She had about a million questions for Scott when he walked in. "Hi."
"Hi."
"Are you hungry? There's some chicken in the fridge."
After the meal they had at his dad's, Scott wasn't planning on eating again until breakfast, but he and Sandy had worked up an appetite so he threw a couple of pieces of chicken on a plate and stuck it in the microwave.
"So... how did it go?"
Scott didn't reply right away. When the timer dinged, he took his food and sat down at the kitchen table. "I can't believe you left him for Jack," he finally said. "He's got a beautiful house in Arlington Hills. You should see the deck in the back; it's really nice. He has his own business and I got a feeling he makes a lot of money."
That wasn't what she wanted to hear. She was hoping her ex would be living in an apartment like them, but she had more questions... "Is he married?"
"I don't know, I don't think so. He didn't mention a wife and he was the only one we saw. I was going to ask a couple of times, but then we were always talking about something else and I'd forget."
He took a bite of chicken and it reminded him of the dinner he'd had a few hours earlier. "Mom, have you ever had roasted potatoes from a burn pit?"
The question brought her back in time to when she and Derek were first married. The memory made her smile. "Yeah, he learned that from his mom and dad. Were they good?"



"Delicious." He finished the chicken and washed his plate in the sink. "I'm going to read for a little while then go to bed. We're working on a roof in Porter tomorrow, so I got to get up extra early."
"All right, good night, Honey."
"Good night," he said, retreating to his room. Only a few weeks prior, he would have kissed her on the cheek and said he loved her before going to bed; he no longer did that.
That night, Anne was up all night worrying about possibly losing her son. He was her world and she had no idea how she would survive without him in her life. She wondered what would happen if she told Derek the truth... the whole truth, but what if Scott got wind of it, it could completely destroy her own relationship with him forever. It was about four in the morning when she finally decided it was too risky; the only alternative she could see was to keep trying to be the best mother she could be and hope for the best.
A couple of weeks later, Scott announced he and Sandy were going for another visit. This time they were going early in the morning so they could make a day of it. He said Derek wanted to take them downtown. Sandy had never been to any of the museums, so Derek asked her to pick one. When she picked the Field Museum, he made plans to spend the morning at Navy Pier, they'd stay long enough to have lunch, then head over to the museum. If time permitted, they'd walk over to the Buckingham Fountain.
Hearing their plans for the day made his mother green with envy. Many times in the past she had regretted the choices she made when she was married, but never more than she did then. She forced a smile and told Scott to drive carefully, then cried after he left.
Even after the great time they had last time, Scott was still a little apprehensive about spending the whole day with his dad. Sandy, on the other hand, was about as excited as a kid in a candy store. She'd only been to the "big city," as her folks called it, three times in her whole life, and they were just quick in-and-out trips. Her dad didn't know the city that well and was terrified of all the traffic.
This time when they pulled into Derek's drive, they parked next to his vehicle. It was in the garage the last time they were there. Both Scott and Sandy were impressed with the new Lincoln Aviator.
Derek greeted them at the door and had them come in for something to drink before taking off. After a quick pit stop to the bathroom, they all piled into the Aviator; Derek drove and Scott climbed in the back with Sandy. Neither of them had ever been in such an impressive vehicle before. Sandy was the first to say something.
"This is really a nice car, Mr. Haynes."
"I second that," Scott added.
"Thanks, I've only had it about three months, but so far I'm really happy with it. It's a plug-in hybrid. Believe it or not, it gets over fifty miles to a gallon of gas. With a full charge and a full tank, it has a range of over a thousand miles. I do quite a bit of travel in my business, so it's really nice not having to stop at gas stations so often. It's also comfortable to drive."
"Jesus," he heard Scott mumble. He found a radio station they all enjoyed and they rode downtown in style.
Both Sandy and Scott were in awe of Navy Pier. At first, they just wandered around, window shopping while slowly working their way along the pier until they reached the giant Ferris wheel. Derek surprised them, "Okay, you two, here are your tickets, I'll wait over there," he said, indicating an empty bench.
"You got us tickets?"
"Of course, Sandy. You can't come to Navy Pier and not ride on the Ferris wheel."
They thanked him and Scott took Sandy's hand, but she was a little reluctant. "I... I don't know, Scott. I've gone on the one at the county fair but this thing is huge."
"Oh, come on, Sandy, don't be scared; hundreds of people go on this thing every day. I want to see the view from up there."
"O... okay, but if I die, I'm coming back to haunt you," she joked, but in a shaky voice. He could almost taste her fear as they climbed inside the screened-in gondola. He put his arm around her as she cuddled up to him. Her body stiffened as the ride started with a small jerk, but by the second time around, Sandy had lost her fear and was enjoying the views. "Look, isn't that the Field Museum?"
"Yeah, I think so."
"Oh, Scott, look over there; I wonder what that is?"
"I think it's Soldier Field where the Bears play football."
"Oh, God, Scott, this is so exciting. I hope we can come back sometime." He pulled her in a little tighter as she laid her head on his shoulder and fantasized about their future together.
It was about eleven thirty as they stepped from the ride and found Derek. "Are you guys getting hungry?"
Scott answered for both of them. "Yeah, kinda... "
"Good, follow me." They maneuvered their way through the crowd until they were standing at the edge of the pier next to a very large boat. The name on the side said, "The Odyssey."
While Sandy's mouth was still gaping open, Scott asked, "We're going to have lunch on a boat?"
"Yeah, it's a luncheon cruise. We'll be leaving the dock in about twenty minutes. You've already seen the city from the air, now you'll see it from the water while having lunch. They go out into the lake and all around. The whole trip takes about two hours. When we come back, we'll head over to the museum."
"This has to be the most beautiful city in the world," Sandy said as she stepped from the boat.
"Yeah," confirmed Scott.
"We have to get a move on," Derek said, "the museum closes at five."
By the time the museum closed its doors, both Scott and his dad chuckled every time Sandy said anything, because it was always the same... "Oh, Honey, look at this... and... Oh, wow!"
It had been a busy day and everyone was tired, but Sandy wanted to do one more thing. "Mr. Haynes, I know you're tired, but could we possibly walk over to that fountain we passed? I'd love to get a couple of pictures of Scott and me in front of it."
"No problem at all if you don't mind me taking one for myself."
On the way over, they found a hotdog vendor just before closing his cart. "Three with everything," Derek told him. "Take plenty of napkins, guys, you're going to need them."
The smell of the steamed foot-long dogs was mouth-watering as the young vendor piled on the condiments, everything but catsup of course, and last but not least, sauerkraut. "Here you go, Sir," he said as he took Derek's money. "three original Chicago-style hot dogs with all the fixings."
"Mmmm, mmmm, oh my God, this is delicious," Sandy exclaimed. They had just finished them when they arrived at Buckingham Fountain. Both the kids stood in awe as they watched the water's intricate dance. "Believe it or not," Derek told them, "when they first built this fountain in the nineteen-twenties, the controls for everything were in Atlanta, Georgia."
"You're kidding?" his son questioned him.
"Nope, that's the honest-to-God truth. A few years ago, they gave the fountain a face lift, and when they did, they moved the controls here, but for decades, the lights and the water was all controlled from there."
Derek took pictures with Sandy's phone, then took a couple more with his own.
On the way home, Derek got a little worried, "Scott, you're not too tired to drive home are you?"
"Are you kidding? I'm so pumped I probably won't even get to sleep tonight."
"Yeah, Mr. Haynes," Sandy added. "Thank you so much for today. It's been one of the most exciting days of my life. Wait till I tell my friends, they're going to be so jealous."
"I'm glad you both enjoyed yourselves," he replied. "Scott, do me a favor and just send me a quick email to let me know you got home okay, will you?"
Scott promised he would. Later that night, after receiving Scott's email, Derek sat in his favorite chair with two fingers of Johnny Walker Blue Label and smiled. As much as he hated his ex-wife, she did a great job of bringing up his son.
The next day you couldn't have pryed the smile from his face with a crowbar. Amy knew only one thing could produce a smile that wide, "See your son again over the weekend?"
"I spent all day yesterday with him and his girlfriend. They really are two great kids and they seem to get along great together."
"Having premonitions of being a grandfather?"
"Wouldn't that be something," he replied. "Hey, Amy, you think it's too early to buy a grandchild a car for its first birthday?" he joked.
"Just a little," she responded with a chuckle, after which, it was back to work.
Over the next couple of weeks, Scott and his dad communicated back and forth by email. It was generally just small talk, mostly coming from Scott's side as he'd inform his dad of daily events until Scott saw an opportunity.
"Hey, would it be okay for me to come over on Sunday?"
"Of course, will Sandy be with you?"
"No, she caught some kind of bug. Her parents took her to the doc's yesterday. He said she was contagious so she wants me to stay away until she's over it."
"Oh, I'm so sorry, I hope it's nothing serious."
"No, he gave her some meds and said she should be fine in a few days. She sees so many people at work all the time, she probably caught it there."
"Well, you're welcome any time, Scott, you know that."
Scott didn't tell anyone he was going this time, not his mom, not Sandy... no one. He had questions and wanted to have a serious conversation with his dad. From the tone of the emails, Derek guessed there was an ulterior motive for the visit, especially since Sandy wouldn't be with him. He prayed it wouldn't be bad news.
When Scott pulled into his drive late that Sunday morning, Derek had no idea what to expect. He poured them both some lemonade before walking out to the deck and taking their seats. He waited for his son to speak first.
"You know, I don't even know what to call you. I've been avoiding calling you anything all this time."
"What do you want to call me?"
"Well, you are my dad, would you mind if I called you that?"
"Mind? Hell no, I don't mind; I'd be honored to have you call me Dad."
"Okay, good... can I ask a personal question?"
"Of course."
"It's pretty obvious you're not married, have you been—I mean after Mom?"
"No, I never re-married."
"Is that because of Mom... because of what she did?"
He really hated talking about his ex-wife but he wasn't about to dismiss his son's questions. "Partly," he said. "You read that newspaper article, but it didn't fully go into everything I was feeling back then. I was a real mess. I saw that therapist for a little over five years. If it hadn't been for him, I don't know that I would have survived.
"Anyway, when I finally got my head out of my ass, I had the sales rep job fall right into my lap. It was an unbelievable opportunity, but it took a lot of time and work in the beginning. By the time I felt I was ready for another relationship, I'd discovered something about myself... I was enjoying bachelor life. I was free to do what I wanted when I wanted. I dated... still do, but every time I'd start to get serious about somebody I'd think why? I'm enjoying my life just the way it is, why change?
"Now, who knows, I might meet someone some time and decide she's worth changing for, but so far that hasn't happened."
Scott sat there without saying a word for a few moments. He appeared to be deep in thought. "I, ah... Sandy and I have been dating for about three years. I always thought we'd get married, but I'm starting to have second thoughts.
"I mean, look what mom did to you; look what she did to me... she's lied to me my whole life and I never knew it. I mean, how can you tell someone is actually who you think they are?"
His son's torment was suddenly very clear. "Scott, I can't answer that. Some people can put on a facade and fool you, others change with time, but there are millions of people who are very happily married their entire lives. Amy, my secretary, and her husband will be celebrating their twenty-fifth anniversary this year and you never saw two people more in love with each other.
"There are two kinds of people in this world, Scott, those who are afraid to take a chance and those who are afraid but don't let it stop them. I have to think when life comes to an end, those who let fear hold them back must look in the rearview mirror and wonder what their life would have been like if they'd only taken more chances. Don't be one of those people, Scott. Do you love her?"
"Yeah... with all my heart. It... it's just that lately... I don't know, I just keep thinking of what mom did to you."
"Scott, there are no guarantees in this world. If you stand around and wait for one, life is going to pass you by. I enjoy my life, but it's certainly not for everyone. If and when I ever feel like taking the plunge again, I won't hesitate."
"Really?"
"Yeah, really. If you love her and she loves you, and she does, I can see it in her eyes every time she looks at you, don't let fear of the unknown keep you from a life of happiness."
Again, Scott sat in silence and pondered his dad's words. "I guess you're right," he finally said, "I don't think I'm like you; I think I'd get lonely. Sometimes, before going to sleep, I lie in bed and dream about us being married and having kids. Then I get scared sometimes wondering what kind of a father I'd make."
"Scott, I know it's got to be hard to think about your mother lying to you all these years, but one thing I've noticed, she did a great job of raising you. You're kind, polite, responsible, hard-working, and you have a good head on your shoulders; I would lay odds you're going to be a great father."
"Yeah, you think so?"
"I know so."
On the way home, Scott thought about all the things his dad said and felt better than he had in weeks.
"Hi, Honey, where have you been; I was starting to get worried."
"I went to see Dad. I had some things I wanted to talk to him about." His words were like a dagger in her heart. "I'm going to my room and call Sandy to see how she's doing," he told her before disappearing behind his door.
His mother sat at the kitchen table feeling a myriad of emotions; regret, anger, sadness, fear... they were all there swimming around in her head. It was obvious that her precious son, the one person in her life that she truly loved, was pulling away and gravitating toward her ex. If only there were something she could do, but she couldn't think of anything.
Over the next few weeks, the relationship between Scott and his mother seemed to stabilize, it wasn't any better, but it wasn't any worse either. The relationship between he and his father, however, was improving exponentially; so was Anne's jealousy. She was feeling left out every time Scott and Sandy left for her ex's house. She'd give anything to be invited to one of their cookouts. She didn't think Scott would even ask his dad, but maybe Sandy?
A few days later, Sandy was over watching a rented movie in front of the TV with Scott. Anne was trying to catch her attention without alerting her son. When she finally caught Sandy's eye she nodded slightly toward the kitchen. Sandy had no idea what she was up to, but didn't like the cloak-and-dagger BS. Still, she told Scott she'd be right back and got up to see what her prospective mother-in-law wanted. As soon as Sandy entered the kitchen, Anne waved her over to the far corner and lowered her voice almost to a whisper.
"When are the two of you going to Derek's again?"
Sandy also kept her voice low. "I think we're going this Sunday. Scott hasn't said anything yet though... why?"
"You think you could put in a good word for me?" she pleaded. "I'd love to see Derek again and apologize to him in person."
"Ah, I doubt that's going to happen, Mrs. W; Derek doesn't even like to talk about you. I can't see him inviting you to his place."
"It wouldn't hurt to just ask him, would it? Just do it when Scott isn't around. I don't think he'd like it."
"Mrs. W, I'm not keeping anything from Scott, I won't do that."
"What are you two up to?"
Scott surprised both of them. "Your mother wants me to ask Derek if he'd invite her the next time we go to his house."
Scott glared at his mother, "Forget it, Mom. I wouldn't insult him by even asking."
"I just want to apologize to his face, that's all."
"Mom, your apologies don't mean a thing to him, not after what you did."
"All right, all right, it was just an idea."
"Yeah, well... I'm starting to feel like I have a real Dad. You're my mother and despite you lying to me and keeping me from him all this time, I still love you, but if you somehow screw up my relationship with him, I'll never talk to you again."
"Oh, Son, please don't say that, I couldn't bear that."
"Then stay away from Dad."
Two things came out of that exchange for Anne; one, her son was still very angry with her, and two, she couldn't count on Sandy as a trusted ally. She was feeling more alone than ever before.
Scott and Sandy did go to Derek's place that Sunday and had a great time as usual. Later that week, Scott received a call from Sandy during his lunch break. That was unusual; she rarely called him during the day. "Hi, Honey; what's up?"
"Hi, Scott," her voice sounded weak on the phone, almost like she'd been crying. He was immediately concerned.
"What's the matter, Honey?"
"Ah, I don't want to talk about it over the phone. Can you come over right after work? I have to talk to you."
"Sure, Honey, I'll take off right at five, but I'm in Porter again, it'll take me a little while to get there."
"Don't hurry, Scott, I don't want you getting into an accident. I'll be here when you get here."
"Okay, Hon, I'll see you then." He was really worried as he disconnected. He hadn't a clue as to what it was but something was wrong. When the clock struck five, he didn't even wait for the others, he simply yelled that he was taking off and jumped into his car.
He rang the doorbell when he got there and the first thing he noticed when Sandy opened the door was her bloodshot eyes; she'd definitely been crying. "Honey, what's wr..."
He was interrupted by the sound of her dad's voice. "Come on in, Scott, we're in the kitchen."
He looked at Sandy who just gestured for him to follow her. When they reached the kitchen, Scott was surprised to see his mom was there as well as both of his sweetheart's parents. "Okay, what's going on?"
"Sit down, Scott," her father told him.
"I don't want to sit down," he responded. "Somebody tell me what this is all about."
Everyone looked at Sandy. She looked up into his eyes. "Honey, I... I'm pregnant."
"Pregnant? But..."
"Yes, I know, I'm on the pill. Honey, remember when I was sick a few weeks ago?"
"Yes, of course."
"Well, the doctor never said anything and I didn't read that information sheet you get with meds, but evidently, those antibiotics he gave me can make birth control pills less effective."
He was still absorbing what she had said when her father spoke up again. "Your mother and us talked it over. Scott, we think the best thing is to abort the pregnancy. You two are too young to be parents and I read it's harder on the mother to give a baby up for adoption than it is to simply terminate it."
Scott inadvertently grabbed Sandy by the arms and looked into her eyes, "Is... is this what you want?"
"I... I guess it'd be for the best, Honey," she said with more tears flooding her eyes.
"It's illegal in Indiana, where're you going to go?"
Her dad chimed in again. "She'll go to her cousin's in Michigan and have it done there."
"I don't know, I got to think," Scott replied. "I gotta figure this out." As he turned and walked toward the door, he heard Sandy's dad call out to him, "There's nothing to figure out, Scott, she's going to have it done."



Sandy watched out the front window as Scott angrily opened his car door and got inside. She expected him to pull out in a rage, but he just stayed there. In the car, Scott called his dad and asked if he could see him.
"Of course, Son, when did you want to come out?"
"Now, Dad, right now. I have something important I need to talk to you about."
Derek could tell he was obviously angry, but where was it aimed? He was worried that Anne had told him more lies. "Scott, it's after six. You're going to hit the end of rush hour traffic. You sure you don't want to wait until the weekend?"
"No, Dad, I have to talk to you now. I need advice."
"Okay, drive carefully, it sounds like you're in a bad mood. Don't try and take it out of the other drivers."
"I won't, I'll see you in a while." Scott took his dad's advice and pulled into his drive a little after eight. Derek met him at the door and invited him into the living room. Scott sat on the couch, scooted his butt to the edge of the seat cushion, and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. "Dad, Sandy's pregnant."
A million things had been running through Derek's mind as he waited for his son... that was not one of them. "I see," he said, taking a seat where the coffee table separated them. "From your attitude, I'm guessing you're not pleased."
"No, just the opposite; after what you said about me being a great dad, I'm ecstatic."
"Okay, what about Sandy?"
"I think she wants to have the baby, I really do. I could see it in her eyes."
"Then what's the problem?"
"Our parents," he remembered who he was talking to and qualified his statement, "Mom and Mr. and Mrs. Fox, Sandy's folks. They're going to force her to have an abortion."
"She's eighteen, isn't she?"
"Yeah, we're both the same age."
"Then she's an adult; they can't force her to do anything."
"You don't understand; she still lives at home, so do I. There's no way we could get our own apartment and raise a baby."
Derek had a better picture of his son's predicament. "Scott, this roofing job that you have, is that what you really want to do?"
"Heck no, but there's not a lot of work around there. I guess I could get a job in the steel mills; that's probably what I'll have to do, but Jesus, I hate to even think about working there."
"Have you ever thought about going into sales?"
"You mean like selling cars and stuff?"
"And stuff," Derek replied with a smile.
"I don't think I'd be very good at it."
"Why not?"
"I just don't know what to say. We did some roleplay in speech class in high school. I had to sell a red pen to another classmate. When she asked if she could get it in blue, I said I didn't know. My teacher told me I should have asked for the sale by saying, 'Would you buy it if you can?' I had no idea what to say."
Derek cringed at the ridiculous sales technique. "Neither did your teacher. If you'd like to learn sales, I'd be happy to teach you... the right way. It's not easy, Scott, it takes hard work and a lot of studying, but if you're good at it, it can be extremely lucrative.
"Sales is broken down into three basic steps; first, studying. You have to know every product in your line backward and forwards. Know all the pluses and all the minuses. Then, do the same thing with your competition. Know their products as well as your own.
"The second stage is the question-and-answer session. Never sit down with a prospective client and start selling. You start by asking questions. You're sitting across from him because he has a need; find out what it is. When you do that, you're ready for the third step, explain how your product will fill his need. Don't ever lie to him, simply point out how your product will solve his problems. If you can do that, you've made the sale."
Scott sat there pondering the possibilities for a moment. "You really think I could do that?"
"I know you can."
They talked some more and came up with a plan for teaching Scott the ins and outs of salesmanship. His first lesson went well into the night so he slept over. The next day Scott called in sick. His second call was to Sandy. He made sure she was alone and asked if she truly wanted to have an abortion. She started crying and said no. "That's all I wanted to know," he stated. "Don't worry, Honey, everything is going to be all right. I'm at Dad's house right now. I'll be home in a couple of days.
Scott spent the day going on sales calls with his dad. After each call, Scott was asking the right questions. Derek could tell his son was already picking up on certain aspects and learning fast. That night, they went out to eat and Scott had a ton of questions for his dad.
He called Sandy when they got home. He was full of confidence and enthusiasm. "Sandy, don't let your parents force you to do anything. Everything's going to be okay, I promise."
"But, Scott, how are we..."
"Trust me, Honey, please, and whatever you do, don't get an abortion."
"But Dad's really pressuring me; what'll I tell him?"
"Just stall him, I'll talk to him myself as soon as I get back."
"Are you still at your dad's?"
"Yeah, but I'll be back tomorrow night."
Scott spent the next day going on sales calls with his dad again. He was in awe of his dad's sales skills. He always knew exactly what to say and when to say it. He was flabbergasted when Derek convinced the sales manager of a large sporting goods store that Leica rifle scopes and binoculars were well worth the added cost.
At dinner, Scott told his dad he was headed home right after they ate. "Sandy's been stalling her parents, but I know her dad, eventually he'll tell her to get it or he'll kick her out. I'm going to go straight over there and talk to him."
"I'm going with you," Derek said, shocking his son.
"Tonight?"
"Yeah, I've worked out a plan for you kids that I hope will change his mind."
"What kind of plan?"
"I'll tell you on the way up there. Can you come back here after we talk to them? I'd like you to spend a couple more days with me. You're learning quickly, but there's still a lot more to learn."
Scott agreed to return after talking to Sandy's parents. On the drive down, Derek laid out his plan for his son and fiancée. It was almost seven-thirty when they pulled up to the Fox house. Scott was feeling good and laughed at the shock on Sandy's face as she answered the door. "Mr. Haynes, what are you doing here?"
"Hi, Sandy," he replied, "I came to speak with your parents, are they home?"
"Ah, yeah..."
"Who is it?" They all heard her dad ask from the living room.
"It's... it's Scott and his dad."
"His dad? Well, have them come in."
When Derek greeted them as Mr. and Mrs. Fox, Sandy's dad said to call them John and Lisa. After the introductions were made, they all retired to the kitchen where Lisa made a fresh pot of coffee. The conversation was light until Sandy poured everyone a cup of brew and Derek stated the reason for his visit. Scott immediately recognized his dad's sale technique as he started the conversation.
"John, Lisa, please don't think of me as being rude, but I know the situation and I'm told you want Sandy to have an abortion, is that right?"
It was clear John was the head of the house. Lisa kept quiet while her husband did all the talking. "That's right, Derek, there's no way those two could support themselves and a baby."
"Is the financial situation your only concern?"
"It's the main concern, I also think they're too young to get married."
"I can tell you both love your daughter very much and you're only looking out for her best interest. I also believe that if you had a grandchild, you would love it to pieces, am I correct?"
"Yes, of course, but Derek..."
"Please, John, let me finish. I don't know how much you've heard about my situation, but I was deprived of my son for almost eighteen years. The sense of loss that I felt at first was unbearable. I contemplated ending my life on more than one occasion. Thanks to a very good therapist, I learned to live with that loss, but those feelings never went away. I just learned to function despite them.
"I know you believe this is what's best for Sandy, but she wants this baby, John. Can you even imagine the loss she'll feel if you make her abort it? And what about your own feelings? I can tell you from experience, you're always going to wonder about the grandchild you never had."
"But, Derek, Scott makes about twenty grand a year, Sandy makes even less. Linda and I, together, make about seventy grand. I'm not saying we're broke, but we don't have a lot left over after the bills are paid; and what about after the baby is born? Sandy won't be able to work for a while, and that'll put them deeper in debt. We could help out a little bit but not much. What would they do?"
Scott looked around and knew his dad was winning them over when he saw tears in everyone's eyes, even John's. After discussing it in the car on the way up, he knew this was where his dad closed the sale.
"John," his dad continued, "I don't want to see them struggle either. I'm not saying this to brag but I'm an independent sales rep for a major, worldwide corporation. I make in the upper six figures doing something I'm very good at." John and Lisa looked at each other in shock. Derek resumed, "I will get them an apartment and pay a full year's lease upfront. I'll have all the utility bills sent to me and take care of them as well. In addition, I'll take care of the hospital bills.
"Now, for the last few days, Scott has been going with me on sales calls. He's picking it up fast and I have no doubt I can make him into one heck of a salesman so he can get away from that roofing job.
"Admittedly, it's taken me years of hard work to get where I'm at, but I think Scott's proved he's not afraid of hard work and I'm confident he'll be a good provider.
"What do you think, John—Lisa, should we give the kids a chance?"
No one needed to ask Sandy what she wanted. She jumped up from her seat and burst out crying as she wrapped her arms around Derek and bawled out, "Thank you, thank you, thank you." That brought tears to Scott's eyes.
Lisa was also crying as she hugged John. "We can't force our daughter to have an abortion, John, we just can't."
"I know, Honey, I know," he replied. John looked back over to Derek, "You'll really do all that?"
"Without even blinking an eye, John. The loss of a child in any form is something no one should ever have to go through."
"Then I guess it's a deal."
Hearing that, Sandy and Scott jumped into each other arms and cried tears of overwhelming joy; an emotion that filled the entire room.
After another cup of coffee and constant expressions of gratitude from an appreciative host, it was time to go. Scott asked if they could go to the apartment so he could grab some clean clothes. As they pulled into the parking lot, Derek said he'd wait in the car and made Scott promise not to tell his mom he was out there.
When Anne heard the news, she also was glad the abortion would not take place but learning it was Derek who saved the day was another nail in her coffin. Scott didn't mention his dad was there and his mother never thought to ask.
At his dad's suggestion, Scott called the roofing company the next morning and quit. He spent the next week with Derek, learning more and more every day. At the end of the week, he was anxious to put everything he'd learned into practice. Saturday morning, Derek took them to a little restaurant that was famous for its breakfast menu. It was the perfect opportunity to talk.
"Dad, a little while ago I mention car sales and you weren't too keen on it, why not?"
"There's nothing wrong with it, everyone needs a car; it's just not the best paying job, that's all."
"Yeah, but you said yourself it took you years to get where you are now, you had to start somewhere, right?"
"Yeah, of course. I was selling for Rick's Camera Sales when I was married to your mother. That's mainly where I learned about selling. Rick was a master. He sold for another camera store and made enough to open his own.
"Why, were you offered a job?"
"Not exactly, but there's a Chrysler dealership in town that has an ad in the paper for salesmen just about every week. I'll bet I could walk in there on Monday and get a job."
"Do you know why they have such a heavy turnover for salespeople?"
"No, but I'd still like to give it a try."
"Then, by all means, give it a shot. Just remember everything I taught you. Sales is sales, no matter what you're selling."
With his dad's blessing, Scott left for home on Sunday. He gave his mom the Reader's Digest version of what he was going to do, then headed over to pick up Sandy. When he told her he had already quit his job and described his plans for the immediate future, she was delighted. She had confidence in her man.
Scott was right on with his assessment of the dealership. He put on his only suit and was waiting at the door when they opened Monday morning. An hour later he had a desk in the corner of the showroom and was told each salesperson took walk-ins in rotation, he, of course, was at the bottom.
At first, he watched and listened to the other salespeople and was amazed they made any sales at all. After a little while, he went around to every car in the showroom and took the owner's manuals to study. Next, he got permission to test drive some of the cars from the lot. He played with all the knobs and buttons and learned the capabilities of each model.
He called his dad on Wednesday. "Dad, I just sold my first car."
"Already?"
"Yup, I did just did what you taught me. The first thing I asked him was what he liked and didn't like about the car he was driving. We went over to my desk and talked for almost an hour. I kept asking questions; what was most important to him, was status important or was he looking for basic transportation? I asked every question I could think of.
"I can tell you why this place is always looking for salespeople; nobody here knows how to sell. When they sit down with a customer it turns adversarial right away and they start dickering over price.
"By the time I was done asking questions, Mr. Conners knew I was there to help him find the right car. There was nothing adversarial about it. I picked out the keys to three cars and we test-drove each one. He picked the second one and didn't even negotiate when I gave him a fair price right off the bat. I made over four-hundred dollars on the sale. That's as much as I made in a week with the roofing job."
Derek was very proud of his son and told him so. "You keep doing that and you'll be their top salesman in no time. We'll have to celebrate the next time you and Sandy come out."
Scott sold two more cars by the end of the week. His first paycheck was a little more than a thousand dollars. He was so proud he had to show it to everyone before depositing it in his account. The following week he sold five cars, two in one day, and made over fifteen hundred dollars.
That weekend, he and Sandy visited his dad and they went out to a five-star restaurant in celebration of Scott's success. They also made plans. When Derek asked if they'd set a date yet, Sandy said her dad couldn't afford a real wedding so they were just going to go to the Justice of the Peace.
"Oh, no you're not," Derek told them. "You're going to have a real wedding and invite all your friends. I'll pay for it."
"Mr. Haynes, we can't let you do that; you've already done so much."
"Nonsense, Sandy. What's the sense of having money if you can't help the ones you love? I expect you'll want to make it as soon as possible, so start arranging it, just send the bills to me and don't skimp on anything. You'll want flowers, a photographer, hopefully, one who uses a Leica," he joked, "and a nice reception.
"I mean it, get everything arranged, and don't worry about the cost. Also, you'll need somewhere to live after the honeymoon, so scout around and let me know when you pick out an apartment. You'll need at least two bedrooms and I don't want you to skimp there, either. Make sure it's in a nice neighborhood and it's a nice place to live. Send me the information and I'll take care of the rest."
The next two months were busier than a gopher in the middle of a wild stampede. The church was no problem, Sandy's parents were regulars and the pastor had no problem with the schedule; however, it was short notice for any kind of hall for the reception. Everyone was calling around to find a venue. It was Anne who found a beautiful park fieldhouse attached to a glassed-in solarium with plants and flowers. Sandy fell in love with the place when they saw it.
Only one thing was bothering Scott. He called his dad one night to give him an update, after which, he had to ask... "Dad, you're coming, right?"
"Of course, I'm coming."
"You... you know mom will be there too; I can't not invite her."
"Scott, from our first meeting in that park, I knew that sooner or later I'd have to come face to face with your mother. Don't worry, I'm prepared."
A couple weeks before the wedding, Anne walked past Scott's room and saw clothes stretched out across his bed. "Scott, what are you doing?"
"Packing; Sandy and I picked out an apartment and Dad's already paid the lease. Sandy's going to stay with her folks until the wedding, but I'm going to move in so I can have everything ready."
It was another dagger in her heart. "What are you going to do for furniture?"
"We've already picked out the bedroom set, they're delivering it this afternoon. Dad's paying for everything. Tomorrow we're going to look for a couch and some kitchen stuff."
She could hardly contain herself. "So this is it? You're leaving me."
"Mom, you knew this was coming. Don't worry, we'll be around. The apartment's only about fifteen minutes from here. You should see it; they have an indoor pool, tennis courts, and a little park with in-ground gas grills. It's really nice."
Anne forced a smile and told him she was happy for him, but in reality, she could hardly bear the thought of not having her son by her side. Through all the problems she endured through the years, they had been inseparable.
Anne didn't see or hear much from Scott over the next couple of weeks. Between his job and getting the apartment ready to move in, he just didn't have time for much more.
By the time the big day arrived, Scott was selling six to seven cars a week, sometimes more. To make sure he stuck around, the dealership gave him a brand-new demo to drive.
Scott was waiting outside the church and watched with great relief when his dad pulled in. "Thank goodness, Dad, I wasn't sure you were coming."
Derek looked at his watch, "Scott, I'm twenty minutes early."
"I know, but with Mom here and everything, I was afraid you might change your mind."
"Son, a volcanic eruption in the middle of a typhoon during an earthquake wouldn't have stopped me from watching my boy get married," he replied with a chuckle.
Scott hugged his dad for the first time since they'd met. "Thanks again, Dad. You don't know what this means to us. Now, when we go inside, the front pews are reserved for family. Sandy's mom and dad are on the left and you and Mom are on the right. She's already in there. I have to go around to the side and enter through the rectory."
"Okay," he said with a nod of his head. "I'm going to wait out here for a little while before going in." Derek reached into his breast pocket and pulled out an envelope. "I know you guys didn't have anything planned for a real honeymoon and didn't want to tell me, so I got you this," he said, handing the envelope to Scott.
"What's this?"
"Open it."
Scott carefully lifted the flap and removed a travel agency folder.
"It's a four-day, five-night cruise. It leaves Monday at five in the evening from Miami. Your flight takes off from O'Hare earlier that morning. Your itinerary is all in there. I would have booked you for a week, but the longer cruises all leave on Sunday and I didn't know if you'd be able to make it on such short notice."



"Dad... Jesus, this is too much."
"Nonsense, now get in there and marry that lovely young lady."
Derek timed it perfectly and slid into the front pew next to his ex-wife only moments before the wedding march started. He ignored the first words she'd said to him in eighteen years, "Cutting it close, aren't you?"
While Derek sat, almost popping the buttons on his shirt from pride and focusing on the ceremony, Anne's mind was elsewhere. She was feeling sorry for herself. She'd sacrificed, worked, did everything she could to raise her son the best she could, and her ex-husband enters the picture eighteen years later and steals him from her. It wasn't fair.
After the ceremony, Scott and Sandy insisted his dad be a member of the receiving line as everyone exited the church. Derek had to keep from laughing as he introduced himself and watched everyone's reaction.
Everybody, with the possible exception of Scott's mother, was enjoying themselves at the reception. The food was excellent, the DJ was great and it was all being recorded for posterity by a photographer who was shooting with a Leica, a prerequisite insisted on by Scott.
After the dinner came the speeches. Scott's best man was a lifelong friend of his who was hilarious and ended his brilliant soliloquy with a toast to the bride and groom.
Scott was the last to speak. He thanked his beautiful wife for her love, he thanked his mother for all she'd done, then came to his father. "As most of you know, I had no contact with my dad for the first eighteen years of my life and was just able to connect with him only a few months ago. Other than having my bride say yes, meeting my dad has been the most rewarding experience of my life. He taught me about hardship, and how not only to move past it but how to recover and thrive in its wake.
"He taught me a skill and gave me a career that will serve me well every day of my life. He taught me that a man, a real man, can overcome the worst that life can throw at you and he taught me to be generous and to share with those you love.
"For those of you who don't know, my dad paid for this wedding, he paid for everything. He also--and Sandy is learning about this the same time you are--paid for our honeymoon, a wonderful Caribbean cruise."
Sandy gasped as she looked up at her new husband then over to Derek and mouthed, "Thank you." Derek just smiled and nodded.
"So," Scott continued, "please join me in a toast to my father, the man who taught me so much and made all of this possible." Everyone held their glasses high and took a sip of champagne, compliments of Derek Haynes.
As the festivities started, Derek was a big hit as he mingled with the guests. Anne also mingled, but always had one eye on her ex. This was all too much for her and Scott's tribute to his father was the coup de grâce.
With the help of some liquid courage, the first chance she had to get Derek alone she would get the last laugh. She was going to tell him the truth, the whole truth. She surmised she'd already lost her son, so it really didn't make any difference anymore. She needed her revenge.
She got her chance when she saw him sitting alone at one of the tables watching his son and daughter-in-law dance. Derek gave a small sigh when she invited herself to sit down. "How can you afford all this?" she asked.
"I make a lot of money," he simply replied.
She hesitated only for a second before going for the jugular. "It was all for nothing, you know; Scott's not even your son," she said with malice.
Derek just looked at her. "I beg your pardon."
"He's not your son, Derek. Jack and I had been having an affair for a few months before I got pregnant, but we always used condoms. Remember when you went to that big camera seminar for a week? Well, Jack was on a business trip at the same time, so Linda and I went out for a few drinks one night. You remember Linda?"
"Yeah, I remember her," he acknowledged.
"Well, it wasn't planned, but we met two guys that night and went to her place. We switched partners off and on, all night long. A few weeks later, I knew I was pregnant the first time I got morning sickness. I prayed it was yours, but when I did the math I realized it couldn't be. I got pregnant that night in Linda's apartment. I didn't even remember their names.
"By that time, I knew you were getting suspicious. I knew you thought I had a boyfriend and was afraid you'd have a DNA test done when the baby was born. You'd find out it wasn't yours and divorce me.
"If my folks knew I cheated and got pregnant by another man, well, you know my dad, he would have disowned me and I'd been out on my own. I was scared to death. I thought the only chance I had was to try and convince Jack the baby was his. He wasn't the sharpest knife in the drawer, and believed me when I told him you and I hadn't had sex in a while, so one of the condoms must have had a hole in it.
"For some reason, he was scared to death of you. It was his idea we just take off. I was going to leave you a note, but he didn't want me to. We went to my folks in Florida and told them that you beat me up and made it sound like Jack was rescuing me.
"Things were okay until Scott needed vaccinations to start school. Jack saw Scott's blood type listed on one of the forms, realized Scott wasn't his and took off. I stayed with Mom and Dad until they both passed away. I sold their mobile home and some other things and moved to Indiana because it was cheaper to live there.
"So, you see, you're not even Scott's real dad. You spent all that money on someone who was conceived during a one-night stand." Out of all the reactions she imagined he might have after learning the truth, laughing wasn't one of them.
"What are you laughing at?"
"Okay, let me get this straight: you left because you thought you'd have to raise Scott by yourself, which you wound up doing anyway, right?"
"Yeah, but..."
"And after finding out you were pregnant, you counted backwards and figured Scott was conceived during your little foursome."
"Exactly," she replied.
"When Scott showed up at that restaurant again to find me that day, the manager called to tell me he was there. I still wasn't sure he was my son so I asked him to do me a favor and save the glass Scott was drinking from. I had a DNA test done on it. Scott IS my son."
Anne couldn't hide her shock, "You're lying!"
"I still have the test at home. I'll send you a copy," he chuckled. "You always were terrible at math," he laughed again, then he got serious.
"You're right, I did have my suspicions, but I had no proof. If you had stopped seeing Jack when you found out you were pregnant, I would have never known. I doubt that I would have had a DNA test done, but even if I did, it would have shown Scott to be my son and we could have lived happily ever after. You're right, Anne, It was all for nothing.
"You know what they say about living well being the best revenge? I make in the high six figures doing something I love. Last year I toured Europe for a month, the year before that, I rented a villa overlooking Kawela Bay on Oahu. You could have been a part of all that, instead, in each case, I took a young lady friend with me."
It almost looked as if Anne had a neon sign flashing "regret, regret," across her forehead. Tears flooded her eyes and she jumped up and headed for the lady's room for a good cry.
Derek spent the night in a motel and started home the next morning. He smiled, knowing his son and daughter-in-law would soon be enjoying their cruise. Maybe next year, he thought, they can join Demi and me and we'll all go on vacation together.
Demi was a beautiful lady he'd been seeing a lot recently. He was going to bring her to the wedding, but she, unfortunately, worked Saturdays and couldn't get off. She was intelligent, a lot of fun, and loved life as much as he did. For the first time since his ex deserted him, he found himself having real feelings for someone. Who knows, he thought, maybe my son will be coming to my wedding next.
As Derek pulled into his driveway, he realized how at ease he felt. He went inside, poured himself two fingers of Blue Label and sat in his favorite chair. With a little introspectiveness, he discovered he had let go of the hate he'd had for his ex-wife.
From the moment he'd run into them at DeMar's that day and knew she hadn't been kidnapped or harmed, he'd hated her with a passion, but after their talk, the hate was gone. How can you hate someone, he told himself, who has hurt themselves so much more than any kind of revenge you could think of? She'll live out the rest of her days having to watch from the sidelines while our son and his family join me in living life to its fullest, knowing she would have been a part of it if only she'd been faithful. He couldn't help but grin from ear to ear with the thought.
The End.
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Axel could hear remnants of the afternoon's spring rain trickling into the storm drain next to his ear. He strained to open his eyes and saw the scarlet-colored ribbons of life mingling with the dirty water as it disappeared down the rusty iron grid. If he'd had the energy, he'd have laughed at the irony. His life was physically as well as metaphorically, going down the drain. The coolness of the pavement on his cheek was calming. He was ready... more than ready to face the inevitable.
Axel had just closed his eyes for what he expected to be the last time when he heard the shuffling of feet and excited voices. Suddenly, he could sense people around him. They started pushing and shoving, tearing at his clothes. Jesus, he thought, can't you just let me die in peace?
The next thing he knew, they were lifting him. He groaned from the pain. He was screaming at them in his mind, 'Don't you know I'm dying? Leave me alone.'
He could feel a slight breeze on his face as they rushed him to a waiting vehicle. There were more voices, "Hang in there, mister, we're going to get you to the hospital," then came the sound of a blaring siren.
"God, just let it be over, please," he prayed.
*****
He was cold and whatever was lying on top of him felt like a piece of sandpaper. The sensation spurred his memory and his mind drifted back in time to his last vacation. He could feel the sand under his legs as he lay on the beach watching his wife and daughter laughing and playing in the Caribbean surf. He thought if he tried hard enough maybe he could go back to that point in time, but something was ruining his concentration. What the hell was that incessant beeping?
He fought to open his eyes and blinked several times from the bright lights until recognizing his surroundings. He was in a hospital room, which explained the over-sanitized, scratchy sheets. There was a woman he'd never seen before sitting next to the bed. When she saw he was awake, she stood and gently put her hand on his forearm. She told him he was going to be okay as if that was a good thing. He had no idea who she was until she thanked him for saving her life. It was starting to come back to him.
He'd come out of the bar half-plastered and saw two guys roughing up a woman. She was screaming and struggling to get away. If there was anything he hated, it was some guy man-handling a woman. The fact that there were two of them only made it worse.
He rushed to her aid, swinging wildly with a haymaker that connected with the jaw of the first assailant, sending him to the pavement, but before he could turn on the other, he felt a hard jab in his side. Inadvertently, he doubled over from the pain. He was grabbed and turned to face the first attacker who was already back on his feet. Axel saw the flash from the steel blade just before it disappeared into his stomach.
"Come on," he remembered hearing one of them yell, "grab his wallet, and let's get out of here."
Their timing was perfect, they'd saved him from a life of loneliness and despair; of course, that was before all hell broke loose and those goody two shoes went and saved his miserable life. As his mind cleared, he realized the woman was talking. He looked up at her and saw tears streaming down her face.
"I... I don't know how I can ever thank you. At first, they just wanted my purse. I gave it to them, but then they decided to take me with them. I'm sure they intended to rape and kill me. They were trying to get me into their car when you came charging out at them; you saved my life," she repeated between her sobs.
She had a tissue and wiped her eyes. Just then a nurse walked into the room. "Well, I see Sir Galahad is awake," she announced with a smile. She turned to the other woman. "I'm sorry, Barb, the doctor's coming to see him in a few minutes to check him over. It's going to take a while and after that, the patient is going to need more rest.
"I think you should go home and get some yourself. We'll take good care of Mr. Lionheart, here, and he'll be better company tomorrow."
The crying lady bent down and gently kissed him on the forehead. "I'll be back tomorrow," she told him.
The nurse took his medical chart from the foot of his bed. "Well, we can't keep calling you Sir Galahad now, can we? I need your full name, address, and next of kin."
"Do we really have to do this now?" He uttered.
"I'm afraid so," she replied. "Barbara said the two guys who stabbed you took your wallet. I tried checking your phone for your wife's number, but I'm afraid it was broken in the scuffle. I can't even get it to turn on, and we need your info for our records and insurance."
He took a deep breath and let it out with a long sigh. "Axel Brolin, thirteen-fifty-eight Prospect Road, in Arlington Hills. There is no next of kin."
"No one?" she asked, looking up from the partially filled-in medical form.
"Nope, no one," he responded. "I'm insured with United through my work. I have no idea what my number is, but I'm sure they can give it to you if you call the office." He gave the middle-aged nurse the name and phone of his employer. After getting his personal information, the smile never left her face as she followed up by taking his vitals and writing the results down on his chart.
"Okay, Mr. Brolin, that's all we need for right now. The doctor will be in shortly to check you over," she explained on her way out of the room.
He closed his eyes with a sigh and let his head sink further into the pillow. Fucking do-gooders, he thought, why couldn't they leave me a lone. Now what? What the hell am I supposed to do with the rest of my life? He was just starting to visualize life without his wife and daughter when the doctor walked into the room.
"When can I get out of here?" he angrily asked.
The doctor pulled up short and looked at him with surprise. "Is that any way to talk to someone who just saved your life, Mr. Brolin?"
"Yeah, thanks a lot," he muttered. "So, how long?"
"A few days," the doctor answered curtly. Angered by his patient's attitude, he took on one of his own. "Mr. Brolin, it says here on your chart you have no next of kin, but you had a wedding ring on when they brought you in. It's in a bag in the closet over there; would you like me to show it to you or would you just continue lying to us?"
Axel took a moment before answering. It was obvious he had pissed the doctor off, and even in the wake of all that had happened, he knew it wasn't the doctor's fault. The guy was only trying to help, and it wasn't fair to take his anger out on the man who saved his life, whether he wanted it saved or not. He decided to apologize and come clean.
"I'm sorry, Doc. You're right, I'm married, but I don't want my soon-to-be-ex notified. You see, a few hours before I was stabbed, my wife informed me she was leaving me for another man. On top of that, my sixteen-year-old daughter told me she was going to live with her mother because the guy has a ranch with horses and she wanted to live on the ranch.
"I don't know if you've ever been through anything like that, Doc, but it can literally destroy a man's will to live. When I was lying there, dying, you know what I felt... gratitude. I was thanking the men who stabbed me. I figured they saved me from a lonely, miserable life... and then you went and saved me," he said with a chuckle that hurt his gut.
"Hey, no laughing," the man in white said, trying to lighten the conversation a little, "those sutures are still very fresh."
Axel just smiled.
"I'm sorry for what you've gone through, Mr. Brolin, but are you sure you don't want us to contact your wife? Who knows, maybe she's had a change of heart, especially after finding out what a hero you are."
"I don't feel like a hero, Doc."
The despair in his voice was intense. It was deeply concerning. "Are you having suicidal thoughts?" the doctor asked in a worried tone.
"No, I doubt very much I'd have the balls to do it myself. That's why I was so thankful to those other guys."
"Well, I'll tell you what, you may not consider yourself a hero, but the woman you saved sure does. The first night you were here, she vehemently refused to go home and spent the entire night sleeping in that chair there."
"First night? How long have I been here?"
"They brought you in Thursday night at eight-forty. You were in surgery for six hours. The knife wound in your side just barely missed the kidney and didn't do that much damage, but the one in your abdomen carved up the large intestine and a chunk of muscle tissue. It looked like the guy purposefully moved the knife around to do the most damage he could. The good news is you don't need a bag."
"A bag?"
"A colostomy bag. We were able to repair the colon. In a while, you'll be good as new but I'm afraid you'll be eating baby food for a while."
"Great, so, back to my question, how long have I been here?"
"Oh, sorry," the doc chuckled. "This is Saturday afternoon."
"Saturday, what happened to Friday?"
"That's just one of those mysteries of life, I guess," he chuckled again. "Actually, we didn't want you moving around so we kept you sedated for a while."
"And that woman was here the whole time?"
"Yup, the whole time. I understand she just left not long ago. My bet is she'll get some well deserved sleep and be back tomorrow morning bright and early. Now, I have to inspect those stitches," he said as he pulled the sheet back and moved Axel's hospital gown to expose the wounds.
He wrote his own notes on Axel's chart and hung it back on the foot of the bed. "Everything looks good, Mr. Brolin. Just try not to move around too much. The nurse will bring some Jell-O for you in a few minutes." He turned to leave then turned back to face his patient again. "I'm truly sorry for your troubles, Mr. Brolin. Please... please, if you're having suicidal thoughts, please let me or one of the nurses know. In my line of work, you learn how really precious life is. Things have a way of working out, Mr. Brolin. Give it some time."
Axel couldn't help but scoff at the doctor's parting words.
*****
Julie Brolin had one suitcase already packed and was jamming as much as she could into the second one when she looked up and saw her daughter standing in the bedroom doorway.
"Mom, have you heard from Dad? I've tried calling, but all I get is his voicemail. Maybe I should stay here until he comes home."
"No, you're not staying here. Carrie, your father is a grown man; he can take care of himself. I know he's hurting, but there was no easy way to tell him."
"Do you think he'll ever speak to us again?"
"Of course he will, Honey, maybe not me but you're his daughter, he's not going to abandon you; he loves you." Even from ten feet away, she could see the tears forming in her daughter's eyes. She walked over and wrapped her arms around her only child. "It's going to be all right, honey. Right now your father just needs some space, but you know him, in time he'll probably forgive us both."
She tried to sound convincing but knew they'd hurt him badly. She was sure he never saw it coming and almost wished she'd given him some clues about her infidelity along the way. Maybe he wouldn't have taken it so hard.
She wished she could comfort Carrie longer, but they had to get going. She prayed Axel would stay away long enough for them to escape without another confrontation. She kissed the top of her daughter's head. "Now, go finish packing, honey; Jim and Chandler will be here in an hour.
Carrie walked back to her room, wiped the tears from her face and slowly continued to pack, but it was hard to stay focused. She kept remembering the look in her dad's eyes when she told him she wanted to go live on the ranch with her mother. It was almost as if he died right there in front of her.
She picked up her phone and tried calling again—still nothing. She was starting to wish she'd never seen Chandler Freeman. If she hadn't seen him, she wouldn't have fallen in love with him; she wouldn't have spent all her free time hanging around him and trying to get him to notice her.
If she'd never seen him, she wouldn't have introduced his dad to her mom, but when they both showed up at a school function, the opportunity was too good to pass up. If they became friends, it would give her more opportunities to be with Chandler, her heartthrob.
If she'd never seen him, she would have never condoned her mother secretly dating Mr. Freeman and she would never have covered for her mom's infidelity or lied to her father.
She was so self-absorbed in her own little unrequited love affair; she never stopped to think about what it could do to her parents. She never considered her mother might actually fall in love with Chandler's dad and want a divorce. Again, she tried calling her dad and again it went to voice mail.
By the time Chandler and his dad arrived, the girls had all their personal possessions packed in several boxes and five good sized suitcases.
Jim Freeman backed his extended cab pickup into the drive. Chandler started to hop out, but his dad stopped him. "You stay here until I know everything's all right in there," he told his son. "Julie said her husband left a couple days ago and she hasn't heard from him since. That scares me a little. As soon as I know it's safe, I'll call for you so you can help load the truck."
Cautiously, he approached the house. Carrie was still upstairs, but Julie heard them pull in and greeted him at the door with a hug and a kiss. After separating, he lowered his voice to almost a whisper. "Did he come back yet?"
"No, I still haven't heard a word from him. I'm getting a little worried myself. Carrie tried calling him several times, but she's only getting his voicemail. She's left several messages, but still nothing."
She looked up the stairs to make sure her daughter wasn't within hearing distance. "I sure hope he hasn't done something stupid. Right now, Carrie's all excited about living on the ranch, but if something happens to her dad, she'll probably blame me."
"Do you really think he's capable?"
"I don't know. I've never seen him like that, Jim. It was bad enough when I told him I was going to file for a divorce, but when Carrie said she was coming with me, it was like all the light went out in his eyes."
"Well, if you can't get ahold of him there isn't much you can do. Let's hope he's shacked up with a girlfriend someplace," he commented with a slight chuckle.
"Yeah, I doubt that very much. Axel's a good man. I never worried about him cheating on me."
The last thing he wanted to hear was what a good man Axel was. Changing the subject, Jim poked his head out the door and called for Chandler to come and help with the boxes. "We better start packing the truck. Are you sure you have everything you want? We have no idea if you'll be able to come back here once we're gone."
"Yeah, I've got everything, but I'll run up and remind Carrie." Julie ran upstairs while Chandler and his dad made their first trip to the truck with an armload of boxes. When she reached her daughter's room, she found her sitting at her desk, writing.
"Honey, are you almost ready? Chandler is here. They're loading the truck."
"I'm writing a letter to Dad," she replied with teary eyes. She looked up at her mother. "Mom, are... are we doing the right thing? He... he looked so hurt," she said before starting to cry again.
Her mom walked over and put her arms around her. "Sometimes life is hard, Honey, but we have to do what's best for us, even if sometimes it hurts others. Things will work out, hon, you'll see. Your dad is a catch. As soon as the female population finds out he's single again, they'll be knocking down his door," she said with a small laugh.
"You think so?"
"Oh, honey, there's no doubt. He'll be happily married again in no time."
"I sure hope so, Mom. I just keep thinking about how I lied when Dad would come home from work and I'd tell him you were out with one of your girlfriends when I knew you were with Mr. Freeman. I feel so guilty now."
"Please, don't feel guilty, Honey. I was the one who asked you to do that. None of us knew at the time how it was going to wind up. If we had, maybe we could have handled it better, but, Honey, there isn't anything we can do about it now. We all have the rest of our lives to live, Hon, and we owe it to ourselves to be happy.
"Now, come on, finish your letter, and let's get going."
"Okay, Mom, I'll be down in a few minutes. I'm almost done."
*****
The following morning Axel woke to find Barbara dutifully sitting in a chair next to his bed. She watched his eyes flicker open and smiled but before she could speak, Axel beat her to it. "You don't have to keep coming to see me, you know. I'm sure you have a life outside this hospital. Forget about me. Go to work or whatever you should be doing."
"Forget about you?" she exclaimed. "You saved my life; how am I supposed to forget about you?"
"Simple, walk out that door and don't look back. Look, I'm sorry, I don't mean to be rude but if you really want to thank me for saving your life just leave me alone... please."
She was surprised. "Why... I don't get it; your heroism is all over the internet. You're a celebrity. I've already been called by three news stations for the story. They all want to interview you."
That was the last thing he wanted. "You didn't tell them where I was, did you?"
"Well... yeah but I don't think the hospital will let them in unless you okay it."
"I'm going to make sure of that right now," he said, reaching for the call button. "Nurse," he addressed the lady in white who appeared in the doorway, "I understand some reporters might be coming to see me, don't let them in here. I don't want to see anyone."
"Okay, Mr. Brolin. I'll let them know downstairs."
He looked back at Barbara after the nurse left. "How did they track you down?"
"The police report, I imagine."
"Damn it," he hissed. "Now they probably have my name, too." Axel rolled his eyes to the ceiling. "I just want to be left alone; is that too much to ask?"
"I... I'm really sorry, Axel. I didn't know... "
"Oh, it's not your fault, Barbara. None of this is your fault, don't worry about it."
"Are you being sarcastic now?"
"No, no not at all, honest. I, ah... I just don't want to be anyone's hero. I just want to get out of here and go someplace where I can be left alone, that's all."
"Well, if you want me to leave you alone I will, but you will always be my hero, Axel. You saved my life, that's something a person doesn't forget."
She stood up with tears in her eyes as she got ready to leave. Axel was sorry he'd been so hard on her. "Look, I'm really sorry. I've just had a bad week. I really do want you to stop wasting your time in here though. I know you have other things to do, but if you leave me your number maybe I can call you from time to time... just to see how you're doing?"
He saw her smile for the first time. "I'd like that," she replied. She took a pen and paper from the nightstand next to the bed and wrote down her name and number. "Please don't lose it, Axel." She bent down and kissed him gently on the lips and reiterated, "I will never forget you, Axel. You saved my life, you're a true hero," and with that, she turned and left the room.
As much as he wanted to be left alone, the sensation of loneliness he felt as she walked out was palpable. For the first time since his entire world crumbled, Axel was left with only his thoughts. Tears welled up in his eyes as he contemplated the loss of his wife and daughter. Things would have been so much easier if they'd just left him on that sidewalk.



*****
For Julie and Carrie, Sunday morning was the start of a new life. Julie had spent the night making love to her new man. He was everything she could ever want; he was tall, extremely good-looking, successful, and good in bed. She couldn't help but grin from ear to ear as she felt his body next to hers. He made women all over Chicagoland swoon with dreams of being in the very spot where she lay. Once she was officially divorced and they could go public, she would be the envy of women from Wisconsin to Indiana.
James emitted a small moan as she nestled up and pressed her breasts against his back. She reached over and fondled his flaccid cock as she nibbled on his earlobe. "Wakie, wakie," she whispered.
With a smile, he turned his head, straining just a little to meet her lips with his. "You are insatiable aren't you."
"Too much?" she asked with a pouty face.
"Are you kidding, that wasn't a complaint, it was praise."
"Oh, I see big Jim has the same idea. I'll bet I know how to make him grow even faster." He turned over on to his back as she covered his semi-flaccid cock with her mouth. Julie's oral abilities were definitely one of the reasons he fell in love with her. In no time, he was pointing at the ceiling.
"I'm still wet from last night, Honey, just push it in."
Jim took his time and changed pace several times to extend his stamina. Julie had two orgasms by the time her partner climaxed.
Carrie woke up dreaming of a future with Chandler. Now that she was literally living in the same house with him, there was no doubt in her mind that he would learn to love her as much as she loved him.
She couldn't wait to see the expressions on her friend's faces when they saw her riding to school with him on Monday morning. Her father was the furthest thing from her mind while she imagined all the questions they'd be asking.
She was still daydreaming when she heard a knock on her door. "Honey, are you awake yet?"
"Yeah, Mom."
"Get dressed and come down to breakfast. We still have a lot of unpacking to do and Jim wants to go for a horseback ride around the ranch, later."
"All right, Mom, I'll be down in a few minutes." Ranch, why did everyone call it a ranch? It was twelve acres in the Northwest suburbs of Chicago. I guess they call it a ranch because of the horses, she thought.
The truth was, Jim Freeman had wanted to be a cowboy ever since he was a kid. When the opportunity arose to buy the house and all the land around it, he jumped at it. He had the stables built, bought a couple of horses, and named it the J Bar C Ranch. When he realized horseback riding wasn't as easy as they made it look on TV, he hired an instructor for both Chandler and himself. He even bought a couple of Stetsons, although Chandler's stayed in his closet.
As soon as Julie started to hint that she wanted to divorce Axel and move in, Jim bought two more horses. Julie didn't show any interest in learning to ride; just sitting on top of the beast while he walked around was good enough for her, but Chandler was an excellent rider, so of course, Carrie wanted to learn too. Her first lesson would be the following Saturday.
Monday morning, Julie got a small taste of what it was going to be like being married to a TV news anchor when the alarm went off at five o'clock. She just simply groaned her displeasure. By the time she opened her eyes, Jim was already sitting up on the edge of the bed. "Sorry, Honey, but the morning gig pays better than the ten o'clock news spot. Go back to sleep. I'll be back about eleven-thirty."
Julie hummed her approval with a smile, rolled over, and went back to sleep. Chandler was used to getting himself off to school. He had set his alarm for fifteen minutes earlier than normal so he could grab a quick shower before waking his future step-sister. By the time she showered, Chandler had breakfast ready. Julie came down to see them off just before they left; after which, she sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and pondered the new morning routine.
Jim was in a great mood as he walked into the studio. He greeted several members of the staff on the way to his dressing room, picked out a light grey suit to wear for the show, and made his way to make-up. He was in the chair for about ten minutes before Todd Kozlinkski, the director, caught up with him. "Hi, Jim, a couple of the cameramen said you were in a good mood... have a good weekend?"
"Yeah, I did; it was busy but very enjoyable, how about you?"
"Same as always, nothing new. Here's the script for the opening newscast. We're leading with the guy who was stabbed the other day. I've had Tim down at the hospital trying to get an interview with the guy almost all weekend, but so far it's been a no-go.
"You open with the first three lines, then you'll voice over the videos. We have one of him getting stabbed and cuts of several others showing him being loaded onto a gurney and taken away by the ambulance. Hopefully, by the time we cut back to you, we'll have Tim ready with a remote interview, if he can't get one we'll still have him say a few words from the hospital."
Jim was listening while going over the text when he suddenly almost jumped from the chair. "Axel Brolin, he's been stabbed?" He almost yelled, shocking both Todd and the make-up artist.
"Yeah, you know him?"
"Shit, Todd, I can't do this piece. You'll have to have someone else do it."
"What do you mean you can't do it? It's our lead story for Christ's sake; you have to do it."
"Shit, shit, shit, how the fuck did he get stabbed, he didn't do it to himself, did he?"
"Are you kidding me? Where have you been hiding all weekend, in a cave? Hell, the YouTube video of him getting stabbed has almost a million hits already, not to mention Facebook, Instagram, and about a dozen other sites. How do you know this guy?"
Jim looked at the make-up artist. "Audrey, could you give us the room for a couple minutes?" She put her make-up sponge down and didn't look happy being asked to leave but did so anyway. Jim waited until she closed the door behind her. "I stole his wife and kid."
"You what? What do you mean you stole them?" It only took a split second before he saw the light. "Don't tell me you've been fucking around with a married woman? SHIT, Jim, you've got to be kidding me! With all the pussy in this town, you couldn't find one who's single? I suppose that's the reason you're in such a good mood." He snatched the script from Jim's hand. "CHRIST," he yelled as he stormed out of the room.
Audrey poked her head in the door, "Should we continue or not?"
"I wish I knew," he responded. A couple minutes later he was called into the producer's office.
"Go home, Jim. We'll announce that you're feeling under the weather."
"What about the ten o'clock spot tonight?"
"I don't know yet. Go home; we'll call you when we figure out what to do. You know this is going to get out, right? With all the fucking reporters we have in this town, somebody's going get the scoop. This Brolin guy is a national hero and you know what every hero has in common don't you.. a villain. Hopefully, we can limit that moniker to the guys who stabbed him but I wouldn't want to be in your shoes if the public gets wind of your role in this. Go on home." Jim turned for the door when his producer had one more parting shot. "And Jim, I sure hope she was worth it."
It was that last comment that followed Jim back to his dressing room. He looked at himself in the mirror, "You stupid motherfucker," he said out loud to the man looking back at him, "he's right, you should have known better." He'd been in the business long enough to see careers ruined over less than what he was facing.
Shit, he thought to himself, it was too late to do anything about it now, the damage was already done. All he could do was pray that none of his colleagues caught wind of the full story, but that was unlikely, especially since everyone was waiting to interview Brolin.
He hoped it was his imagination, but everyone seemed to be scowling at him as he left the building. About the time he was walking to his private parking spot, his son was pulling into the school parking lot. Once inside the main doors, he told Carrie he'd meet her back there after school. She was standing by her locker when a friend, Jenny, saw her and rushed over.
"Carrie, how's your dad?"
Astonished, Carrie looked at her friend wondering how she could possibly know what happened. "Ah, ah, I... I don't know, I haven't been able to reach him. How..."
"Isn't he in the hospital?"
"Hospital, what do you mean, why..."
"Wasn't that your dad who got stabbed? It sure looked like him."
"Stabbed..."
"Hey, Carrie, another friend called out, "How's your dad? Is he going to be okay?"
Carrie stood there with her mouth open. Jenny spoke up again while bringing out her phone. "Here, isn't this your dad?" she asked, showing Carrie the screen.
"Oh, my God," screamed Carrie. She bent down and in a panic, retrieved her own phone from her knapsack, and called her mom as her friends watched.
"Mom, Dad's been stabbed!"
"What? What are you talking about?"
"He's been stabbed, it's all over YouTube. That's why he hasn't been answering my calls."
"All right, calm down. I'll make some calls and find out what's going on."
"I want to go see him, Mom. I don't want to stay at school, I can't, I want to be with him."
"Okay, Honey; go to the office and tell them what happened. Let them know I'm coming to pick you up but I want to make some calls first so I'll be a little while."
"Okay, Mom, but don't be too long."
"I won't, Honey, I'll come to the office when I get there."
Carrie was crying when she left her friends and headed toward the office. Meanwhile, Julie called Jim. He answered with his car's Bluetooth. "Yeah."
"Jim, it's me; have you heard anything about Axel getting stabbed?"
"Oh yeah, I sure have. He's supposed to be some kind of national hero, now."
"Why didn't you say something?"
"I just heard about it, why, what's going on?"
"Carrie just heard about it at school, she's hysterical. I'm going to go pick her up now. She wants to see him, do you know what hospital he's in?"
"No, but I can find out. I'll call you back in a few minutes." Jim disconnected then spoke to his phone, "Call Tim McDaniels."
"Jesus, Jim, I just got off the phone with Todd, no I haven't gotten in to see him yet..."
"Tim, I'm sorry to bother you but I'm not calling about the interview; I just need to know what hospital he's in."
"He's in Northwest General, but if you're thinking of a phone interview, good luck. Everybody's being really mysterious about this guy. The nurses are acting weird, I'm starting to wonder if the guy made it."
Jim's heart almost sank in his chest. "Oh, shit, that's all I need," he said out loud.
Tim heard him over the phone. "Why?"
"Never mind, thanks for the info, Tim," he said as he disconnected the call. "SHIT, SHIT, SHIT!" he yelled out while pounding the steering wheel of his new Corvette. He took a deep breath before calling Julie back.
"Hi, did you find out where he is? I'm just getting ready to pick up Carrie."
"Yeah, he's at Northwest General but... "
"But what?"
"Well, I talked to a reporter who's there trying to get an interview and he says everyone's acting strange. You should have Carrie wait someplace while you go talk to someone."
"You... you think he might be dead?"
"I don't know, Hon, but Tim seemed to think it's a possibility."
"Oh, my God. God, I hope he's not dead. Seeing the hurt on his face would be the last memory Carrie has of her father. I pray she doesn't have to live with that the rest of her life."
"Yeah, this is bad for all of us; I'm on my way home."
"What, why?"
"Why do you think? Your asshole husband is big news. He's the lead story for this morning's show. When I told my director I couldn't read it, he made me tell him why. TV news is a cutthroat industry. Somebody's going to find out my part in this whole mess and the one thing you don't want to do in this business is become the news. If this gets out, I could get fired."
At that moment, Julie's sympathies were with her daughter. "I can't worry about that right now, I'm concerned about Carrie. I've got to go," she snapped as she disconnected. Now, in addition to being worried about her daughter, she was pissed at her fiancé for his selfish attitude and caring more about his job than Carrie.
It was almost nine-thirty when she pulled into the school parking lot. Before going in, she grabbed a tissue from her purse and wiped her teary eyes. "Mom," Carrie cried out as soon as she walked into the school's office.
"Okay, okay, Honey, everything's going to be fine," she said, while the two embraced.
Still hugging her daughter, Julie looked over the counter and caught the eye of one of the secretaries. "Go ahead," the young woman told her, "she's already checked out, and you both have our best wishes," she added. "I'm sure he's going to be okay."
Julie thanked her as she escorted Carrie out. As they walked into the main entrance of the hospital, Julie told Carrie to sit and wait for her until she talked to the woman behind the desk. She didn't like it, but she obeyed her mother. Julie was terrified as she approached the hospital greeter. "Excuse me, I'm Julie Brolin, Axel Brolin's wife. Can you tell me his condition?"
She didn't like the anxious look she got. "Mrs. Brolin, the doctor will want to talk to you. You see those small rooms off the hall over there?" she said, indicating the direction with a nod of her head. "Please have a seat in number two and I'll let the doctor know you're waiting."
"Okay, but at least tell me if he's alive or dead, will you."
"Mrs. Brolin, I know you're concerned, but you must talk to the doctor."
Julie gave her an aggravated look, and sighed. "Okay, listen, that's our daughter sitting over there. If she says anything about being in there with me, tell her she's underage or something. If her father's dead, I don't want her learning about it from some doctor."
"I understand, Mrs. Brolin. The doctor will want to talk to you alone, anyway," she confirmed.
Carrie jumped up as soon as she saw her mother walking her way. "Is he okay?"
"The woman I talked to doesn't know anything, Honey. I have to go over to that small room over there. Your dad's doctor is going to let me know how he's doing. I'm sorry, you're too young to be in there with me, but I'll be back as soon as I talk to the doctor." Carrie didn't like it, but went back and sat down while keeping an eye on her mother.
Julie didn't have long to wait. A middle-aged man with greying temples and a white coat walked in and closed the door behind him. Julie didn't wait for him to sit down. "How's he doing, doctor?" She saw him scowl and immediately thought the worst.
"I was hoping you could tell me," he replied.
Now Julie wore the scowl, "What are you talking about? How the hell would I know? You're his doctor, aren't you?"
"He snuck out of here last night. Don't ask me how, because your guess is as good as mine. We were going to release him today anyway, but we have meds we were going to give him for pain and to help with his bathroom functions."
"How could you let him go like that?"
"It's a hospital, Mrs. Brolin, not a jail. He was out of the woods so we'd taken him off the monitors. He somehow got past the lock on his closet, got dressed by himself and slipped past the nurses. I was hoping he went home."
"We... my daughter and me haven't been home for a few days. We... we were out of town. My daughter tried calling him several times but he didn't answer so I came right here when I heard what happened."
"He hasn't answered his phone because it was broken in the attack."
"Oh, I see. I can explain that to my daughter. She thinks he just doesn't want to talk to her. You said he was out of the woods, that means he's going to be okay, right?"
"Well, not exactly. He's been stitched up inside and out. Too much activity can rip the sutures, especially if he tries to lift anything. He's got to take it easy for at least two to three weeks. If he rips open the internal wounds he could bleed to death internally.
"Here's the packet of instructions we were going to give him on his release. I shouldn't, but I'm also giving you his meds. The instructions are in the packet. If you find him at home or see him, please give this to him, it's vital he follows the procedure, and call me if you find him. I'll want to see him immediately to check those wounds. Here's my card."
"I will, doctor." She took his card while looking out into space, wondering what she was going to tell her daughter.
"There's ah... there's one more thing, Mrs. Brolin, he told me you and your daughter left him for another man before he was stabbed. Axel is in a very bad place mentally. After surgery, he cursed me out for saving his life. He told me that when he thought he was going to die, he was grateful to the two men who stabbed him. He needs to see a mental health professional as soon as possible. Also in that packet is the number for the Crisis Prevention Center and the Suicide Hotline. Good luck, Mrs. Brolin."
As he turned his back on her and left, Julie was starting to realize the difference between having a life partner and a lover. Based on her earlier conversation with Jim, she didn't feel she could count on him, not like she could count on Axel. In times of trouble, he'd never leave her side.
Carrie jumped up and rushed to her mother as soon as she walked out of the small room. "What's going on, Mom? Is he okay? Can we see him?"
"He's not here, Honey. They let him go earlier this morning," she lied. "He probably went home. We're going to head over there now, oh, and the reason he hasn't answered his phone has nothing to do with you; it was broken in the attack."
Carrie was visually relieved and started to relax even more when her mother said the hospital released him. She was just starting to believe her mother's assertion that everything would be all right until Julie pulled into the driveway and told her to wait in the car. "Why, what are you not telling me, Mom?"
"Nothing, Honey. I just don't know what kind of reception we're going to get. Please, stay here and I'll call you as soon as I see how he's doing." Carrie was fuming, but stayed in the car while her mother went inside the house.
Julie was encouraged when she found the front door unlocked. He would never leave the house without locking up first. "Axel," she yelled upstairs, "are you up there?" There was no answer. "Shit," she mumbled. She looked around the corner and into the kitchen. She could see the coffee pot was half full. She knew it was empty when they left. Of course, he could have come home right after they left and made it. She walked over to feel the pot and smiled. It wasn't hot but it was still a little warm which gave her hope. Maybe he's upstairs asleep, she thought.
Julie almost ran up the stairs, expecting him to be lying in their queen-sized bed but he wasn't there, only a couple of wrinkled sheets that suggested he had at least laid down for a while. She walked into the master bath. There was a towel hanging over the shower doors that wasn't there before. She felt it with her hand; it was still a little damp. The only other thing she noticed was the charger for his razor missing from the counter. She opened the top drawer and saw his razor was missing as well.
She walked back into the bedroom and checked the closet, some of his casual clothes were missing. She checked around some more and found more items missing, personal items, things that had sentimental value.
She checked his jewelry box and saw his dad's and mom's watches were also gone. They weren't very valuable but they held some great memories for him. After his folks passed, he took the two watches and half the money from the sale of their house; his asshole older brother took everything else.



Could he have gone to his brother's house, she wondered? No, they hadn't talked in years. That would probably be the last place he'd go.
Carrie was getting anxious, she had to find out what was happening. The first thing she did was check the kitchen table; her letter was still there and unopened. "Mom, where are you? Where's Dad?"
"I'm up here, Honey, in the bedroom."
Carrie found her mother sitting on the edge of the bed holding her dad's jewelry box on her lap. "Where's Dad? He hasn't seen my letter yet."
Julie knew from the coffee pot that he'd been in the kitchen. She couldn't imagine him not seeing the envelope. "I don't know, Honey, he was here, but it looks like he left again. If I know your father, he's headed somewhere to be alone for a while."
"Where, where would he go?"
"I have no idea, Carrie, your guess is as good as mine." Then she had a thought. "Honey, run out and get my purse, I have to make a phone call." Without hesitation, Carrie ran out to the car and was back in no time.
Julie thanked her daughter while digging for her phone. "I'll call Mr. Goznel, his boss; he'll know where your dad went." When she connected with the plant's main number, she had to listen to the receptionist brag about what a great man Axel was before being connected.
"Roy, it's Julie Brolin..."
"Julie, how's Axel? I was trying to call him but I read in the paper that his phone was broken in the fight and I didn't have your number; how's he doing?"
"You mean you haven't talked to him at all since it happened?"
"No, why, what's the matter, is he going to be all right?"
"I think so," she replied. "You see... " She went on to tell Axel's boss the same pack of lies she'd told everyone else... she and Carrie were out of town, the hospital released him that morning... the doctor said he was going to be fine.
"Roy, he might call you before me, if he does, please let me know where he is, will you?"
That sounded a little strange. Why would Axel call him before calling his wife? "Julie, is everything okay between you two?"
"We had a little row before I left. He might be still ticked at me, that's all."
He wasn't going to dig any deeper, but he knew Axel and there was no way he'd let a family squabble keep him from calling his wife and child after going through what he did. Something wasn't right. "I'll call you if I hear from him, promise," he responded.
After hanging up, Julie told her daughter Axel hadn't been in touch with his work either. "Let's go back to the ranch, Honey."
"The ranch? What if he comes back? We should stay here."
"Honey, some of his clothes are missing along with some other stuff. I'm sure he found a nice quiet place to recuperate for a while. He might not be back for a couple of weeks. We'll check periodically; in the meantime, we can't do any more than we have. The ranch is our home now; that's where we belong."
*****
Axel was surprised at how easily he slipped out of the hospital. Using the butter knife he hid from dinner, the flimsy lock on his closet door was ridiculously easy to jimmy. He took his clothes into the bathroom to clean. Luckily, he was dressed in dark clothes on the day of the attack, so the blood stains weren't all that noticeable. Once he was dressed, he simply and casually walked out. He saw only two nurses in the dimly lit hall and smiled as he walked past. Dressed as he was, he figured they presumed him to be a maintenance man.
Once he got about half a mile down the road, he realized how stupid his great escape was. He was really starting to hurt and was still seven or eight miles from home. About the time he recognized his chances of making it were nill, a passing car slowed down and pulled over. By that time Axel was holding his stomach and walking bent over.
A young man stepped out of the driver's side of the car. "Mister, do you need help?"
After what he'd been through, Axel wasn't sure if the young man's intentions were altruistic or sinister, but he was in no shape to be vigilant. "I... I could use a ride," he managed to eke out through the pain.
The young man rushed over and helped support him while they slowly walked to the car. Once they were both settled, the young man asked where he wanted to go. Axel gave him the address and they pulled back onto the road.
"My name is Denny," the young man announced, "are you going to be okay? The hospital is the other way; I could turn around and take you."
"No, no, I'll be fine. I just need to lie down and rest for a while."
When they got to his house, Denny helped him up the stairs. Axel limped over to a desk drawer where he kept a little cash for emergencies and offered the young man twenty dollars but he refused it. "Are you sure you'll be all right?" he asked. "I really think you should be in the hospital.
"No, I'll be fine," he reiterated. "You're a lifesaver though, thank you."
As soon as Denny reluctantly left, Axel dropped down on the bed while still in his clothes. He was out like a light in minutes.
It was after eight o'clock when he opened his eyes to a new day. His stomach was still sore, but not nearly as bad as it had been. He took it slow, but was determined to get into a nice, relaxing, warm shower; after which he felt almost like a new man, at least physically.
He made himself a pot of coffee and sat at the kitchen table to evaluate the rest of his life. There wasn't much to it. He hated his job. The only reason he worked there was the money, it paid well. He could give his wife and daughter a good life.
He looked over the breakfast counter and into the living room--did he want to stay in the house? No, every corner of every room held too many memories, it would be sheer torture to remain. Everything he ever loved was now gone. There was absolutely nothing to keep him there.
He saw the envelope on the table. It was addressed to him in his daughter's handwriting. He didn't need to open it; he could guess what it said, she was sorry, she still loved him.. hollow words. If they were true, she wouldn't have left him.
So now what, he asked himself? He wondered if his car was still in the parking lot of that bar. He called for a cab and was pleasantly surprised to see it still there. He stopped by the bank on his way home and had to wade through a deluge of admiring customers and staff, all giving him the same line of bullshit about what a hero he was.
By the time he got back home, he had almost sixteen thousand dollars, a full tank of gas, and as far as he was concerned, no past and no future. Most of the stuff hanging in his closet was work attire, clothes that represented his old life, a life that had betrayed him, a life he would no longer seek.
He'd always heard, "No man is an island," but he was out to prove them wrong. He packed only casual clothes and his mom's and dad's wristwatches. Between the devastation of having his wife and daughter leave him, the stabbing and subsequent disappointment of surviving it, and his thorough disgust with life in general, he hadn't cried a single tear through any of it, but that changed as he got ready to leave for what he knew would be the last time.
He knew he shouldn't, but he couldn't leave without taking a walk through the house. He stopped in the doorway of Carrie's room and looked inside. He remember all the times he carried her to bed and tucked her in before reading her a story. That's when the waterworks started.
The harder he cried, the more compelled he felt to suffer through the memories. He walked out to the backyard and patio where the three of them used to take turns feeding the chipmunks. He looked over to the big oak tree where he had built a swing for Carrie when she was only five. He was going to take it down a few years back but she wouldn't let him. He could hear her voice in his head, "No, Dad, I still swing on it sometimes when I have something important to think about."
The tears turned into sobs and he had to sit down in one of the patio chairs Julie talked him into buying.
Finally cried out, Axel took a deep breath to steady himself before walking back into the house. He picked up his suitcase and left through the front door. He was half a block down the street when he glanced into his rearview mirror and saw his wife's car pulling into their drive. He pressed a little harder on the accelerator and kept going.
*****
Jim was sitting at the dining room table with an empty glass apart from the melting ice cubes and half a bottle of Scotch when Carrie and her mother walked in. "Jim, it's barely noon."
"So, it's got to be five o'clock somewhere in the world," he replied.
Julie turned toward Carrie, "Are you hungry, Honey?"
"Not really, Mom, I think I'm just going to go lie down for a while."
Jim waited until Carrie had left. "Have you seen these videos? There's only one of him actually getting stabbed, but there're several of him being put on a stretcher and taken away. A couple of them show a good shot of his face," he said, while turning his laptop around so she could see.
The first video started just as Axel made contact with the first assailant's jaw. It appeared the second guy hit him in the side before he had a chance to turn around but Julie saw the knife as the attacker pulled it back out. She gasped and put her hand over her mouth when the first guy stabbed him in the stomach. "Oh, my God, I hope Carrie didn't see this. She said she saw a video, I hope it wasn't this one."
"Well, if she hasn't seen it yet I'm sure she will. A bunch of them have gone viral, they're all over the net.
"So, did you see him? When's he getting out of the hospital?"
"He's already out; he left last night without anyone knowing it. The doctor gave me some meds for him. I thought sure he'd be at the house, but he wasn't there. Some of his clothes are missing, too. I have no idea where he'd go."
"Good, maybe if he disappears people will forget about him."
"JIM, that's a terrible thing to say. What about Carrie? She's still loves him you know."
"Honey, my job depends on my likability in front of the camera. If this gets out, I could not only lose my job, I could lose my career. I could wind up on some local station in Podunk Junction someplace."
"Oh, stop, you know that's not going to happen. You're the second most watched anchor in Chicago, for Pete's sake."
"You ever hear the term, 'Fame is fleeting?' Believe me when I tell you it's true." Just then, his phone rang. He looked at the display. "It's Bob from the station, hopefully, it's good news."
He tapped the connect button. Julie could only hear his side of the conversation. "Hi, Bob, what's up?... Yeah, I know, Julie just got back from the hospital... No, she went to the house but he wasn't there... She said some of his clothes were missing, it sounds like he took off for a while... she has no idea... Bob, if his wife doesn't know where he is, how the hell would I know?... For how long?... Shit!... Okay, well keep in touch, let me know when things start to die down... Yeah, okay, bye."
He looked over at Julie who was wondering what it was all about. "Well, word is out. Tim, our reporter who was at the hospital, finally got someone to tell him about your husband's daring escape," he sarcastically told her.
"Okay, what's that mean for you?"
Jim had a worried look on his face when he answered. "It means they want me to take some time off, just until things die down, he said."
"Okay, well, that's not bad, is it? Maybe we can go somewhere, take a vacation; it might take Carrie's mind off things for a while. The school seemed pretty sympathetic, I don't think they'd mind if she took a week off."
"What about Chandler, what's he supposed to do while we're all gone?"
"His grades are good enough to take a week off."
"We're not taking a vacation," he replied with a touch of anger. "If the station calls, I need to be ready to go right in."
"I just think it would..."
"The answer is no," he retorted with more anger. "Besides, Carrie's first riding lesson is this Saturday. She'll love that and I'm sure it'll take her mind off of things for a while."
Julie didn't like the way she was being talked to, but wasn't in any position to do anything about it, so she let it drop.
As soon as word leaked out that Axel had escaped the hospital in the middle of the night, every reporter within a hundred miles of Chicago knew there was more story to tell than just him getting stabbed.
Why would he escape like that?... Was it a set up... a mob hit maybe... why would he disappear... was he wanted by the law... who was he running from... why couldn't they find his wife... why wasn't she waiting for him at the house... was she with him or was she the one who took out the contract on him?
A good mystery is like catnip to a reporter. They staked out his house, but it was a lost cause. Several investigative reporters started researching but kept running into a brick wall.
It was a blogger playing a long shot who broke the first lead. He went to the bar where it all started and found the bartender who was there when it happened.
"Excuse me, I understand you were here when that guy got stabbed last week."
"Yeah, he was here for a good couple hours. I feel bad; I was the one who told him to leave. He'd already had four beers. By rights, I shouldn't have let him go but he seemed okay to drive. If I'd let him stay for one more he wouldn't have gotten stabbed."
"Yeah, but don't forget, he saved that woman, so you probably saved a life."
The bartender smiled, "Yeah, I guess that's a possibility."
The blogger pulled a business card from his wallet and handed it to him. "My name's Walter Frey, I'm a reporter."
The bartender shook his hand. "I'm Jack."
"I guess you heard the guy disappeared."
"Yeah, although it doesn't really surprise me that much."
"Why do you say that?"
"He was drowning his sorrows that day. I thought I'd try and cheer him up some so I asked him why he was so down. It took me a little while to get him to talk but he finally told me his wife and daughter ran off with another man."
This was just the kind of story he was hoping for, and it explained a lot. "How old is his daughter?"
"He didn't say but it sounded like she was probably a teenager."
"Shit, Jack, that's really rough."
"Yeah, I could just tell, his daughter was the apple of his eye."
"Damn, that had to hurt. Did he say who the other guy was?"
"No, I don't think he really knew. He did mention that the guy owned a ranch somewhere around here."
"A ranch... like a cowboy kind of ranch—yippie-ki-yay and all that?"
"I have no idea... I guess, but people who have horses around here usually say they own stables, not a ranch. Ranch is more of a Western term, so maybe the guy's from out west somewhere."
"Sounds like a possibility," the reporter responded. "Did he say anything about how he and his wife were getting along... before she ran off, I mean?"
"No, not really. To me, it sounded like the guy was completely blindsided. He said he came home from work to find his wife and daughter packing. When he asked what was going on, his wife told him she'd fallen in love with another man and she and his daughter were leaving to go live with him on his ranch. That was about it."
"Hmmm, I'm going to check around. I appreciate your help. Do me a favor will you, if you think of anything else, give me a call; the number's on the card."
"Will do," Jack replied.
Well, it wasn't much to go on, but he got some insight into the situation. It sounded like Axel just wanted to run away, and he couldn't say he blamed him, especially if he was completely blindsided as the bartender said.
As soon as he got back to his home office, Walter started searching for ranches in the Chicago area and was surprised to find a site called, 'The ten best ranches in Chicago,' but when he clicked on each one individually, they all called themselves either a horse farm or stables. Only one actually called itself a ranch. Well, he thought, it's as good a place to start as anywhere else.
After making the forty-five-minute drive, he discovered the place was owned by an elderly couple and their thirty-something daughter. He asked a few questions but knew from the start he was wasting his time. "Back to the drawing board," he told himself as he got back into his car for the drive back home.
*****
All week long, the atmosphere was very somber at the J Bar C Ranch. Jim was worried about his job, Julie was worried about Carrie, Carrie was worried about her father, and Chandler was pissed about the whole situation and was wishing his dad had never met Julie.
Things turned even worse for Carrie when her riding instructor showed up Saturday morning. Her blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail that stuck out from under her black Stetson. The brim of her western hat provided shade, but couldn't hide the sparkle of her blue eyes. Her boy's style plaid shirt stuck out in front just far enough and was tucked into the small waist of her tight fitting Levis. She was about as cute as a person could be, certainly cute enough to catch the eye of Chandler. He jumped off the front porch and approached as soon as she stepped out of the car. "Hi, can I help you?"
"Hi, I'm Cheyenne Benett, I'm here to give riding lessons to... " she dug a piece of paper out of her top shirt pocket and unfolded it, "Carrie Brolin, is that you?"
"No, I'm Chandler," he said while sticking out his hand. "An older lady taught my dad and me how to ride a few years ago."
"Yeah, that was my mom. She wasn't feeling well this morning so I'm afraid you're stuck with me today.",
"Damn," he said, widening his already big grin, "I could probably use a refresher course."
She smiled but decided to ignore the come-on line. "So, where do I find Carrie?"
"She's in the house. I'll get her."
Carrie was watching from the window and seething with jealousy. Chandler stood at the bottom of the stairs and called up to her room, "Carrie, your riding instructor is here."
"I'll be right down," she replied.
Chandler hurried back outside. "She'll be out in a couple of minutes. I have her horse and another saddled up. Let me bring them out for you." He quickly walked to the stables and led two nice looking quarter horses out by the reins. "This is Carrie's horse, Destiny. This one is her mom's. Dad gave them both horses and said they could name them, but Julie just calls hers Horse," he said with a laugh.
"She doesn't want to learn to ride?" Cheyenne asked.
"Naw, she's not into it at all. If Horse even starts to walk fast she panics."
Just then, Carrie came walking outside and approached. "Here comes Carrie now," he said. "Carrie, this is Cheyenne, she's going to teach you to ride." Carrie's greeting was unenthusiastic, but Cheyenne just chalked it up to being nervous. She checked the saddles and made sure everything was cinched up properly, then waited for Carrie to mount up before hopping up on Horse.
They started out slowly, with Cheyenne keeping an eye on Carrie's posture and telling her to keep her pelvis straight a few times. Carrie had to admit, after the hour-long lesson, she felt more comfortable in the saddle. Of course, Chandler was waiting when they returned. "So, how did it go?" He addressed Cheyenne rather than Carrie.
"It went well, she's a good student. I'll have her riding like Annie Oakley in no time," she replied with a smile.
"I thought Annie Oakley was a sharpshooter," Chandler replied with his broad grin.
"She was, but she shot all those flying plates in the air while riding bareback."
Carrie dismounted and handed the bridle to Chandler. She looked toward Cheyenne and thanked her for the lesson before going back into the house. Chandler wondered about her attitude. "Did she really do okay?"



"Yeah, she did fine. She does seem a little angry about something. Did she want to take lessons or was she talked into it?"
"No, she's the one who asked to take lessons in the first place."
Cheyenne climbed down from Horse. "Well, maybe she's just having a bad day. I'll be back next Saturday unless you cancel."
"I don't think there's much chance of that. Say, how about joining me for a cup of coffee sometime."
She looked at him. He was cute but... "Aren't you still in high school?"
"I graduate this year," he replied.
"Don't you think I'm a little old for you?"
"No, not at all. What are you, all of twenty?"
"Twenty-one."
"So you're three years older, big deal; you know what they say, age is only a number, come on, what do you say?"
He seemed more mature than most eighteen-year-olds. She smiled. "When?"
"How about tomorrow, do you know The Corner Coffee Shop on York Road?"
She hesitated only for a moment. "Okay, two o'clock?"
"It's a date," he replied, while sticking his hand out.
She shook his hand, "See you then," she said. Cheyenne got back into her car and waved goodbye as she drove off.
"Hot Damn," Chandler muttered to himself.
Carrie watched it all from her bedroom window. She had no idea what they were saying but she didn't like it when Chandler asked the good-looking teacher how things went instead of asking her.
Evidently, he wasn't aware of her plans for the two of them. Somehow she had to let him know they were destined to be together but she'd have to be subtle. She didn't want to scare him away.
That night in bed, Carrie thought long and hard for a way to make sure Chandler knew his role in her life-long plan. There was a small lake in the back of the property. What is more romantic than a picnic? Yeah, she and Chandler could take a ride to the lake and have a picnic... perfect, she thought. With visions of her and Chandler making out by the lake, Carrie drifted off to sleep, beaming with excitement.
Sunday, Carrie waited until she got Chandler alone. "Guess what I did?"
"I give up, what'd you do?"
"Oh, you're no fun," she scoffed. "I made us a picnic basket. I thought I could show you what I learned yesterday while we ride out to the lake and have a picnic."
"Sorry, Carrie, I have a date... "
"A date! With who?"
He was a little taken aback by her seemingly angry response. "With Cheyenne," he replied in kind.
"Cheyenne! Jesus Chandler, she's got to be in her twenties."
"So what? She seems nice and I want to get to know her better. What's it to you, anyway?"
She may have been young and inexperienced, but she knew it wasn't the right time to tell him how she felt. For that, she would wait for the right opportunity, but in the meantime, she had to keep the predators away... including Cheyenne. "We're going to be living under the same roof together, Chandler, don't you think it would be nice if WE got to know each other better?"
It didn't sound unreasonable, but he wasn't about to break his date. "We have plenty of time to get to know each other, Carrie. Like you said, we live under the same roof, I drive you to and from school every day, we're going to be spending a lot of time together so relax."
She was trying to think of something to say, but he didn't give her a chance. "I'm going to run up and change, I'll see you later." With that, he just left her standing there. She was livid, but knew she had to hold it in.
A little while later, she heard Chandler tell his dad he was leaving early because he wanted to stop at the florist in the mall to buy Cheyenne a rose. She watched him drive away from her upstairs bedroom window then, lay down and cried.
*****
Axel stood looking out at the most incredible landscape he'd ever seen. For as far as the eye could see, giant red rocks reached for the clouds. He had no idea where he was... somewhere in Utah, he thought. The road he was on had signs saying something about it being historical, but he wasn't paying much attention.
Actually, he'd been driving around for a week and not paying much attention. He remembered crossing the Mississippi for the first time in his life and he knew he'd driven through several states, but which ones and where they were... who knew.
The pain in his stomach was a little less day by day. He could finally get in and out of the car without wincing. In another couple of weeks, he'll be good as new... physically anyway. The psychological pain, he knew, would never go away. His wife and child were everything to him. Hell, he gave up his lifelong ambition to be a watercolor artist so he could give his family some financial security.
Since he was old enough to hold a paint brush, he knew what he wanted to do in life. His high school art teachers recognized his talent immediately and helped him win a scholarship to the Chicago Art Institute, one of the most prestigious art schools in the country... then he met Julie and fell head over heels in love.
He knew becoming a successful artist would take years of hard work and study. How would he be able to support a wife and eventually a family? His dad worked for a Ford factory and made a good living. They weren't rich, but he grew up in a nice house with two cars in the garage and always had nice clothes and plenty of food to eat. So, Axel's plans were changed...
He asked for his dad's assistance and took a job as a welder in the same plant his dad worked in. They had a training program, and in time, he was making enough to ask Julie to marry him.
He hadn't given up on the idea of becoming a full-time watercolor artist, but figured it would just take longer. As he saw it, he'd work for Ford during the day and paint in the evenings and weekends. Unfortunately, he hadn't factored in the time it took to be married. There were always places to go and things to do. When Carrie came along, it was nonstop. His dreams sunk further and further into the background until they disappeared completely, but he never complained and never regretted it.
He hadn't picked up a paint brush in many years, but the scene that lay in front of him was certainly inspiring. He leaned his back against his car and just watched in awe as the sun slowly sunk behind the mountains.
As much as he was enjoying the serenity, Axel wasn't interested in driving on that winding road with steep drop-offs after dark, so he continued on his journey, hoping to find a motel soon.
It was almost completely dark when he reached the end of the road... literally. Now what, he thought. He had two ways to go, left or right. All he could see to his right was darkness, but there were lights the other way. He slowly drove along what the sign said was Main Street looking for a motel. "Shit" he muttered. Evidently, he'd driven right through the whole damn place. He'd seen some small towns during his drive, but this one took the cake.
He made a three-point turn and headed back. This time he made a right the first chance he got and stumbled onto the Motel Torrey. He prayed they had a vacancy because he really wasn't interested in any more night driving on mountain roads. He got worried when he didn't see anyone behind the counter. He rang a bell that said, "Ring Me," and was glad to see a young lady come from the back.
"Yes Sir?"
"I'm really hoping you have a room available for the night."
"Yes, Sir, we have a few, is it just for yourself?"
"Just me," he replied with an air of relief.
"We have two rooms with king-size beds for a hundred and fifty-nine dollars, one room with a queen size for one thirty-nine, and a smaller room with a single for seventy-five. The smaller room actually has the best view of the mountains," she added with a smile.
"That sounds good to me. Is cash okay?"
"Of course."
"Is there a restaurant in the motel?"
"No, Sir, we have a continental breakfast in the morning, but no restaurant. What are you in the mood for? We have everything from fine dining to the Ma and Pa greasy spoon."
Axel had to chuckle to himself; from what he'd seen, the town didn't look big enough for a coffee shop. "Nothing fancy," he responded, "a hamburger, fries, and a decent cup of coffee would be great."
"Slacker's, just go out the way you come and make a right on Main Street, you can't miss it.
He thanked her as she pointed in the direction of his room. It was just as the young lady described it... small. It was too dark to get a good look at the mountains. He grabbed a quick shower, then walked down to Main Street for dinner. He had to admit, it was one of the best burgers he'd ever had.
When he got back to his room, it started all over again--the deep depression that consumed his soul. It started every night about the same time, and was like a big, heavy blanket from which there was no escape. He knew from experience that suicidal thoughts would soon penetrate his cogitation. They scared him. He didn't want to die, but at the same time, he knew it would give him peace. Was life worth living despite the pain and emptiness, or not? It was a question he'd asked himself a thousand times since leaving Chicago.
Normally, he'd just lie down and let the spell consume him until sleep would be his relief, but this time he was determined to break the curse. He saw a cheap ballpoint pen with the motel's logo on the desk; beside it was some stationary. He sat down, turned the paper horizontally, and visualized the beautiful rugged terrain he was looking at earlier.
Before he even realized it, he had the pen in his hand and was making a series of quick strokes. He started with a horizon line and then worked on the composition, strategically placing the peaks, valleys, and plateaus to guide the viewer's eye to the point of interest.
Once the basic sketch was done, he determined the sun's direction and blocked in the shadows accordingly. Next came the overall toning, allowing for highlights, midtones and deep shadows.
A small smile stretched across his face, probably the first one in a long time. That's not bad, he thought while holding the ink sketch. For the first time in a decade, he wished he had some watercolors. As he lay down in bed, the urge to paint again replaced the feelings of doom he usually felt before going to sleep.
The next morning he enjoyed a couple sweet rolls and coffee before stopping at the check-in counter. The cute young girl who greeted him the night before was now replaced with a middle-aged man. "Hi, I'm staying in your small room..."
"Yes, Mr. Brolin, did you sleep well?"
The friendly courtesy took him a little by surprise. "Yes, I did, thank you. I was wondering if I could stay another day or two?"
"Most certainly, although, since you're paying in cash, I would ask you to pay each day in advance."
"No problem," he replied while pulling a hundred from his wallet. "You don't by any chance have an art store in town, do you?"
"Ah, well, there's Suzy's Craft Shop in town. They might have some art supplies. I know she sells picture frames and stuff."
"I'll check it out, thanks." After getting the directions, Axel walked back to town and stopped in. All they had in the way of paints were a couple of kid's sets but they did have charcoal pencils and sketch pads. When he returned to his room the maid had just started stripping his bed.
"Oh, I'm sorry, Sir, I thought you had checked out."
"No, I'm going to stay another day or two, but don't let me stop you. You go ahead and do whatever you have to do."
She finished making the bed and was on her way to the bathroom when she saw the ink drawing from the previous night. "Oh, wow, did you do this?"
He smiled at her enthusiasm, "Yeah, I was inspired by the scenery around here."
"This is beautiful. You're really good, are you famous?"
He chuckled, "Me... no, I used to think I would be one day, but it was just a pipe dream."
"Oh, Sir, don't sell yourself short, we have artists go through here all the time and you're as good as any of them. I... I don't suppose I could have this," she asked hesitantly.
"Yeah, of course, take it."
"Thank you," she hesitated again. "Would, ah, would you sign it for me?" He picked up the pen and signed it.
"Thank you again, I'm going to frame this and put it up on my wall at home. Maybe someday I'll be able to tell people I have an original... " she stopped to look at the signature, "an original Axel Brolin." She finished cleaning the room and pulled the drapes open on the double patio doors revealing the mountainous vista outside before leaving with the sketch.
Axel sat on the bed facing the great outdoors and started to sketch. The charcoal gave him the ability to be more creative with his shading. Soon he had another sketch that he ripped from the tablet and started another immediately. Before he knew it, he had a bunch of charcoal sketches strewn all over the bed. He studied each one picking out things he didn't like in some and things he did like in others. "Damn," he cursed out loud, "I need paint."
It was almost time for lunch anyway. He stopped by the desk on his way to Slacker's. The same guy was still there. "Hi, again."
"Mr. Brolin, how can I help you?"
"Do you, by any chance, know where the nearest art store would be? I really need to get some watercolor paints; even just a basic set would be fine."
"I'm sorry, I honestly don't know. Most of the towns around here are small. I know there are a few artists who live in the area but I have no idea where they get their supplies. Would Amazon have what you're looking for?"
"Amazon," he never even thought of them, "I'm not sure, they might. Do they deliver out here?"
"Well, not exactly; their drivers don't like driving on the winding roads, especially at night, but they have a facility in Venice, that's about an hour's drive. You can arrange to pick it up there. That's what most of us do. Did you come over on twenty-four or route twelve?"
"Ah, route twelve."
"Yeah, that can be scary for folks not used to driving in the mountains. Venice is straight out twenty-four, it still winds around some, but it's not nearly as bad as twelve."
"And you have wifi out here?"
"Sure do, we got it about five years ago. They finally put it in because of the tourist trade."
"Okay, I'm on my way to Slacker's for lunchm but I'll check out Amazon when I get back, thanks."
Amazon, indeed, had everything he was looking for. He was also pleasantly surprised to see his favorite watercolor paper from decades ago was still available. What he wasn't so happy about were the prices; he couldn't believe how expensive everything was.
He wasn't sure how long his urge to paint would last, so he ordered only what he thought would be a good start. Two days later he felt like a kid in a candy store as he drove back from Venice, Utah, with a backseat full of painting supplies.
Axel wasted no time when he returned to his room. He cut some of the watercolor paper in fours, then soaked one of the sheets for stretching and stapled it to a backing board to dry.
Next, he started to lay out his new palette, earth tones on one side, cool colors on the other. He squeezed a small amount of paint into each well. When he added water to Scarlet Lake, his favorite red pigment, it reminded him of lying on the sidewalk and watching his blood mix with the rainwater as it trickled down the drain. He had to stop for a moment. That one thought brought it all back like it happened yesterday. He took a deep breath and looked out the double glass doors at the red mountains. It wasn't long ago he felt his life was over and he was ready to meet his maker, now...
*****
One thing about independent reporter and blogger: Walter Frey, he didn't give up easily. Since talking to the bartender, he knew Axel Brolin's stabbing was just the tip of the iceberg. There was a real human interest story to be told, but so far he just kept running into brick walls. No one knew where Axel was or where to find his wife and daughter.
For the past three weeks, he'd used every investigative method he knew, including just driving around talking to anyone who owned horses. As he was driving back from yet another dead end, he spotted a place he hadn't been to yet. The sign said, "Bennet Boarding Stables and Riding Academy." As he drove up, he saw a middle-aged woman walking from the house to the stables. "Excuse me," he yelled while getting out of his car, "do you work here?"
She chuckled, "Young man, you have no idea. What can I do for you?"
He introduced himself and gave her a business card then told her who he was looking for.
"Brolin, that name sounds familiar. My daughter's giving riding lessons to a young lady; I think her name is Brolin. She's over there in the tack room if you want to ask her."
He made his way across the hard dirt to a small building and knocked. He heard a young female voice from inside yell out an invitation to enter. He again introduced himself and told her who he was looking for. Cheyenne looked at his business card with more skepticism than her mother.
"Why are you looking for them?" She asked.
"If she's who I think she is, she's the daughter of that guy who was stabbed a few weeks ago."
"What guy?"
"The one on the Internet. The guy who saved the woman from being kidnapped...
"Oh, I know who you're talking about. You think the girl I'm teaching to ride is his daughter?"
"Well, I'm not sure until I get a chance to talk to them. There are all kinds of rumors floating around about them and I'd like to get their side of the story."
Cheyenne thought for a moment, "I don't know who you are. Anyone can have cards printed up. I'll give this to Mrs. Brolin, if she wants to talk to you then she can call you. That's the best I can do."
That wasn't at all what he was hoping for, but he wasn't about to try and strong-arm a pretty, young lady. "Okay, please tell her it's important that she get back to me." He was disappointed when he left. If Brolin's wife and daughter left him for another man, there was no way they'd call him and admit to it.
Chandler was waiting out front when Cheyenne drove up that following Saturday. She had planned on asking him about, it but changed her mind at the last minute. She liked him, a lot, but she had done a little research herself and the whole Brolin situation sounded a little seedy to her. If the speculation about the guy's wife and daughter were true, she wondered what part Chandler played. She waited until she and Carrie were far enough from the house before starting her query.
"So, Carrie, how long are you visiting for?"
Carrie looked at her a little strangely, "Visiting, who said we were visiting? We live here now."
"Oh, I'm sorry, I just assumed since you and your mother have a different last name that you were visiting Chandler and his dad. What about your dad, does he live here too?"
"No, my mom's divorcing him. We moved in here about three weeks ago. She and Jim are getting married pretty soon."
"Getting married... " Cheyenne wasn't stupid or naive, it was obvious that her student's mother and Jim Freeman were lovers and had most likely been having an affair behind Mr. Brolin's back. "I feel sorry for your dad; do you see him often?"
"No, he... ah... he kind of disappeared. Mom says he's probably found a nice secluded place to come to terms with what's happening. We've checked the house a couple of times, but so far he hasn't come back yet. He... he got in a fight a little while ago and his phone was broken so I haven't been able to call him either."
"Damn, that's rough, I'm sure he loves you though."
"Yeah, I love him, too. I really wish I could talk to him."
Cheyenne had put it all together and was about to change the tone of the conversation. "Did Chandler know his dad was having an affair with a married woman?"



The question made Carrie angry, but she saw it as an opportunity, "Of course, which, by the way, brings up another subject, Chandler and I are also getting married, so if you have any ideas about you and him, forget it, you're too old for him anyway."
The comment was such a shock it almost knocked Cheyenne out of the saddle. "You and Chandler are getting married?" That was news to her. In addition to having coffee, they'd gone to dinner together just a few nights before and he never said a word... and just when she was really starting to like him. "When is this supposed to happen?"
"Well, not for a little while yet, sometime after Mom and Jim get married, but he's mine, so don't get any fancy ideas, okay?"
"Does Chandler know he's yours?"
"Of course."
Cheyenne cut the lesson short and they started a silent ride back to the house. Chandler heard them ride up and went out to greet them. "You're back early, everything okay?"
"Fine," Cheyenne answered curtly as she dismounted. "You need to find another instructor for Carrie, I can't do it anymore."
Chandler's eyes widened with shock, "What—why, what happened?"
Cheyenne was already getting into her car, "Ask your fiancée," she yelled back.
"My who... hold on, Cheyenne, wait..." but it was no use, she was already driving away. He turned to Carrie who was desperately trying not to smirk. "What the hell happened? What's all this about a fiancée?"
Now was as good a time as any, she had to clear the air and let him know how she felt so she didn't have to drive away any more competitors. "I'm not sure where she got the idea I was your fiancée, but she asked about our relationship and I told her how I feel about you."
"How do you feel about me?"
"Oh, come on, Chandler, you have to know by now...I'm in love with you, I have been from the first time I saw you. It was fate that my mom and your dad fell in love. I'll admit, I helped it along a little..."
"What do you mean, you helped it along?"
"Well, I thought if they liked each other and spent time with each other, it would give us more time to be together, so I did some research on your father. I kept telling Mom about this guy I liked at school and his cool dad who was on TV and owned a ranch. When I had the opportunity to introduce them, I took it."
"I don't believe this," Chandler said out loud but to no one in particular. "This whole thing was some kind of a plot so you could spend time with me?"
"Well, I have to admit, it worked out a lot better than I had figured it would. I never expected them to fall in love and get married. I... I do feel sorry for my dad but mom says he's a catch and will probably marry someone younger and prettier than her."
"God, this is a nightmare," he said with conviction. "Did it ever occur to you, Carrie, that I might not love you?"
"You will," she replied with a confident smile. "Chandler," she was going to continue to plead her case, but as she touched his arm he jumped back like she'd stung him.
"No, no, just leave me alone, Carrie, just leave me alone. I don't want to see you or talk to you right now. Take care of the horses."
"Me, you want me to do all that stuff?"
"You've watched me a dozen times, you know what to do."
"But..." He didn't give her a chance to finish. He left her in the yard as he turned and walked into the house. He wanted to talk to his dad, but he was sitting at the kitchen table with Julie and they were both grinning.
"What's going on?"
"The station just called. They want me to go back to work on Monday morning."
The announcement was met with considerably less enthusiasm than they expected. "Good for you. I'm going up to my room," he said, before leaving.
Jim looked over at Julie, "I wonder what got into him?"
"You should go up there and find out," she replied. "Something's wrong."
His dad knocked on Chandler's door and was invited in. The young man was lying on his bed with his hands folded behind his head. Jim pulled a chair out from the study desk and sat. "What's going on, Son? You were pretty rude down there."
"Sorry, I didn't mean to be rude, it's... when you were dating Julie all the time, didn't you feel guilty that you were going out with a married woman?"
"Oh, that's it; why now, we've been going out for months, why is this bothering you now?"
"Cheyenne was pissed when they came back from the lesson. She said we have to get a new teacher for Carrie. I think it has something to do with you and Julie."
"Oh shit, I hope that doesn't get out."
"What about it, Dad, didn't you feel guilty?"
"Maybe a little bit, at least at first, but Julie is a special woman. I haven't felt like this about anyone since your mother died, and I can make her a lot happier than her husband ever could. The world is made up of two kinds of people, Chandler, winners and losers. In this case, I was the winner and Axel was the loser. Sometimes that's just how it goes."
Chandler was disappointed. He was hoping his dad would come up with a way to justify what he'd done but instead, their little talk just made it worse. "Yeah, I guess so," he responded before turning his back to his dad. "I'm just going to lie down for a while, Dad."
The drive home did nothing to quell Cheyenne's anger. Before even getting out of her car, she dug in her purse for Frey's business card and dialed the number.
"Walter Frey."
"Mr. Frey, this is Cheyenne Benett..."
His heart started to beat faster. He was praying she had some good news for him. He wasn't going to be disappointed.
"...I think the person you're looking for is Jim Freeman."
"You mean the news anchor on CCS? That Jim Freeman?"
"Yeah, I'm pretty sure he's been having an affair with that guy's wife. Carrie, that's the daughter, said she and her mother moved into his house about three weeks ago. That's just about the time that guy got stabbed, isn't it?"
"Yeah, almost to the day. Did Carrie say if she's talked to her dad since he disappeared?"
"No, she said he got into a fight and his phone was broken so she hasn't been able to talk to him."
"Nuts; how is the daughter taking it? I mean, is she going along with it, or do you think she wants to be with her dad?"
"Oh, she's more than going along with it. She's gaga, over Freeman's kid; his name is Chandler. She says she's going to marry him after her mom marries his dad. The whole thing sounds like a trashy romance novel." She went on to recount the entire conversation she had with Carrie.
Frey was frantically writing down everything Cheyenne said, and went over it with her to make sure he hadn't left anything out. He was salivating by the time he got to his keyboard. Without any proof or any answers, everything he'd write would have to be in the form of a question, but it would be enough to get the ball rolling...
"Is Jim Freeman, ten-o'clock anchor of the CCS News, in a relationship with a married woman... and could that woman be the wife of our hometown hero Alex Brolin, the man who was stabbed while fending off two would-be rapists and kidnappers?
"Does Jim Freeman have Mr. Brolin's wife and daughter secretly tucked away at his ranch? If true, could this have anything to do with Mr. Brolin getting stabbed or his early morning disappearance from Northwest General Hospital?-- Stay tuned, because this reporter intends to find the truth."
The next morning, Jim Freeman was having Sunday breakfast with his new family when his phone rang. "Jesus, it's not even nine o'clock yet, who'd be calling on..." he stopped and got a worried look on his face when he saw the display. "It's Bob Borski, my producer. He couldn't think of a good reason for Bob to call on a Sunday morning, and for a second, he thought of not answering, but that would just prolong things. He had a bad feeling when he connected the call. "Hey, Bob, to what do I owe the honor on this beautiful Sunday morning?" he said, trying to sound upbeat.
"Can it, Bob, obviously you haven't seen it. That, 'Frey's Facts,' blogger has the whole story. He knows you've been carrying on with that Brolin woman and knows she's staying at your house. He's even suggesting that maybe you had something to do with her husband's disappearance...you didn't, did you?"
Freeman's heart was sinking a little lower with every word, but it was that last part that sent him into a panic. "Of course not," he angrily fired back, then he remembered who he was talking to and lowered his voice. "Bob, how can you even think something like that? Jesus, man, we've known each other for years."
"Yeah, okay, but you better figure out how you're going spin this, Jim. See if you can get people on your side by saying how desperate you were after your wife died or something, I don't know. Right now you're suspended..."
"Bob, you can't do that, I have a contract..."
"Yes, we can, Jim, read your contract; there's a little clause in there that gives us the right if you do something detrimental to the station, I think this qualifies, don't you?"
"At least give me a chance."
"It's not up to me, Jim, this is coming from the top floor. I got a call from the station manager at seven o'clock this morning...I'll be honest with you, Jim, this does not look good. I'll do what I can, but I'm not going out on a limb for you."
"All right, Bob, I understand, but if they want to buy me out of my contract you tell them I won't settle for less than the full four million."
"Well, let's see how things go. Hopefully, it won't come to that. You get busy trying to figure out how to spin this thing."
Jim agreed and said his goodbyes, then looked over at Carrie, "What the hell did you say to your riding instructor yesterday?" he asked with an angry voice.
Carrie was a little scared, "Nothing, why?"
"It must have been something. Chandler said she quit after coming back from your lesson yesterday. You must have said something."
"I... I just talked about Chandler and me, that's all."
Chandler joined in, directing his attention also to Carrie, "You said you told her you loved me..."
"What?" The startled cry came from both Jim and Julie simultaneously.
Carrie looked around at the startled faces. "Yeah, she was making a pass at him so I had to set her straight, what's the big deal."
"The BIG DEAL, is whatever you said tipped that young lady off and she went to a blogger and spilled the beans. They've suspended me because of an article on the net. It even suggests I had something to do with your dad disappearing. If I can't figure out a way to turn this around, I could get fired."
*****
Axel was getting more adventurous. He'd run out of scenery to paint from his room, so he started driving out to the desert early in the morning and not coming back until the sun had gone down. His room was littered with dozens of beautiful watercolor paintings scattered around every corner and every flat surface he could find.
His reputation was spreading. He'd already given his maid her pick of one at no cost and let the motel manager have three in exchange for two more weeks of free rent.
There was one painting he thought was his best so far. At first, he thought of trying to sell it but the more he looked at it the more he thought of doing something else with it.
By that time, he was on a first-name basis with the manager, Ben Sandler. He also learned it was Ben's daughter, Charlene, who checked him when he first arrived. After enjoying another continental breakfast and coffee, something he'd gotten used to, he approached the desk. "Hi, Ben."
"Axel, how's it going?"
"Good, do you know anyone in town that does custom framing? I bought some cheapo frames from Suzy's, but I have one painting I'd like to have nicely framed."
"Yeah, Axel, Suzy frames paintings for some of the other artists around here."
"Really, I didn't see any signs or anything. I had no idea she did that."
"Well, I guess she figures it's just common knowledge around here."
"Okay, thanks, Ben. I'll give her a try."
Suzy's eyes almost popped out of her head when she saw the painting he walked in with. "Suzy, Ben tells me you do custom framing. I'd like to frame this with a double mat. Also, can you package it for me so it's safe to ship? I want to send it to someone in Illinois."
"Yes, of course...um, Axel, isn't it? You've come in a couple of times for supplies."
"Yeah, Axel Brolin, I'm staying at the Motel Torrey."
"I'm happy to meet you, Axel. I have to say, this is beautiful," she said while holding the painting up.
"Thanks, I haven't painted in decades, but the scenery around here is so breathtaking I had to see if I could capture some of the colors."
"Well, you certainly have. Do you have any more like this?"
"Ah, well, I think that's probably my best one so far, but I have a bunch more in my room."
"Is there any way I'd be able to stop in and take a look at some of them?"
"Sure, I usually go out during the day to paint, but just let me know when you want to come over and I'll be there."
Suzy wanted him to see the painting all framed before packing it to ship, so they made an appointment for the following day. Even Axel was impressed at how good it looked after being framed. He told her she did a great job and said he'd be back the next day to pick it up.
He was again impressed when he stopped by to pick it up. Shipping a framed painting with glass can be very tricky but she had done a very professional job. To look at the store, he'd have never guessed she was capable of such work. He paid her and walked it over to the local post office.
That night the phone in his room rang. He looked at it wondering who could be calling. He'd been there a few weeks and it was the first time that phone had rung. He answered it cautiously. "Hello?"
"Hi, Axel, this is Suzy. I was wondering if could interest you in a proposal?" He listened while she told him about her idea. He didn't see a downside; at worst he'd have a framed painting. After hanging up, he looked around for an appropriate piece and brought it in the next day after breakfast. Suzy thought it was perfect. She framed it later that day, stuck a price tag on it, and hung it up where it would be seen as soon as someone walked into the shop. Axel was curious and stopped in before they closed.
"Jesus, Suzy, three hundred and fifty dollars, isn't that too much?"
"No, not at all; don't forget, I'm charging you forty-five dollars for the framing plus thirty percent of the sale. That leaves you with two hundred dollars. If it doesn't sell, we can always come down, but I've had several people looking at it already."
Two days later, she called his room again. "Let's try three this time."
"You mean you sold it already?"
"Yep, and the guy is still in town. He's staying with his family for about a week. He was disappointed that we only had the one, so I told him to come back in three or four days."
"Okay, I'll bring another three in tomorrow morning." The next morning Suzy was ecstatic over the three he selected, and had them framed and out on display by that afternoon. Three days later, she had sold one more to the same man and he was considering another one before leaving the next day.
Over the next couple of weeks, he sold two more and received his first commissioned assignment. The more he painted the better he got; the better he got, the better he wanted to get. He remembered reading once when he was a kid, that as a painter, if you ever reach the point where you no longer strive to improve, find something else to do. That would never be his problem. He watched YouTube videos and ordered books by artists he admired. He was his own worst critic and studiously reviewed every painting, looking for areas that needed refinement.
As full and enriching as his days were, thoughts of his wife and daughter still haunted his evenings. Sometimes he'd find himself wishing they were there to share in his success; other times he just wondered how they were doing, and occasionally the hurt and despair would return... with a vengeance.
*****
Life on the J Bar C Ranch was not easy. Jim tried planting stories about the tragic death of his wife but no one would post it. He had gone from a respected newsman to persona non grata in just a few weeks. He, of course, blamed Carrie, which caused a real riff between him and Julie. Chandler would hardly speak to her and both he and Carrie were losing friends at school.
Jim really exploded when the cops came to his door and asked what he knew about the disappearance of Axel Brolin. "I don't believe this," Jim yelled, "the cops are actually taking this seriously. This is all Carrie's fault."
"You don't know that for sure," Julie yelled back. "You said yourself, some of these bloggers are like bulldogs. Why don't we hire a PI to track Axel down? He's got to be out there someplace."
"Oh, yeah, that's a great idea, lead the press right to him so he can tell everyone how after nineteen years of marriage, we just blindsided him."
"Well, at least the cops would know you didn't have anything to do with his disappearance."
"I'm not spending my money tracking that asshole down."
"Hey, Axel's not an asshole. He was a good husband and a good father. It wasn't his fault we fell in love."
Jim thought for a moment, "You and Carrie need to find another place to live for a while."
"What! Oh, Jim, come on..."
"Just for a while. Julie, I could lose everything, the ranch, everything."
"Didn't you say they'd have to pay you four million dollars if they fired you?"
"They're not going to give me the full amount; I was just trying to play hardball. I'll be lucky if I get three million. Do you have any idea how much it takes to run this place? The property taxes alone are a fortune.
"I'll find you an apartment for now. I just think it's better if you're not living here until this thing blows over."
*****
By now, Axel was getting used to his room phone ringing. He assumed it was Suzy asking for more paintings. "Hello."
"Axel," he didn't recognize the voice, "I can't believe I'm actually talking to you." He was still wondering who was on the other end. He knew it wasn't his wife or daughter. "Axel, that painting is gorgeous." That was a big clue, it was the woman he saved that night.
"Hi, Barbara, so you liked it?"
"Oh, Axel, I love it. I was so surprised to get it. You know your disappearance is a big mystery."
"I wasn't really trying to disappear. I just didn't want to face all those reporters and have to tell them that my wife and daughter threw me over for someone else.
"So, how are you doing?"
"Not that well, my fiancé and I broke up."
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that."
"It's for the best. After the story came out, I gave a couple of interviews, I guess he didn't like how I talked about you. Have you been keeping up with the story?"
"What story is that?"
"Oh, Axel, the whole thing is over the news. I haven't seen Jim Freeman on the news for a while now, and I'm wondering if they fired him."
"I remember him, he's the news guy at CCS. Why would they fire him?"
"Oh, wow, you have no idea, do you? Jim Freeman is the guy your wife went to live with."
"Him!"
"Yeah, when the news hit that he was having an affair with the wife of the hero who saved me, everyone turned against him."
"I hate to sound revengeful, but I hope they did fire him. If there's that much press, I doubt any other stations will want to hire him. I hope he winds up working in the steel mills."
She chuckled, "I think that's a possibility.
"So, you put that hotel down as a return address, are you living there now?"
"Well, I have been for the last few weeks. Why?"
"I... I was thinking of visiting you." She was apprehensive about asking because she remembered how he just wanted to be left alone at the hospital, but was very pleasantly surprised.



He thought back and remembered the tears in her eyes when she left him in the hospital. "I'll even pay for your ticket."
"Yeah, but this place is a little out of the way. Let me check the airlines and see what's available."
The following week, Axel found himself in a happy mood as he made the hour-long drive to pick her up. She literally ran into his arms as soon as she saw him. Normally, something like that would take him by surprise, but it felt good to hold her. He almost didn't want to let her go.
There was never a lull in the conversation on the way back. He told her he arranged a room for her at the same motel he was in. "For a little town," he told her, "the place has some really nice places to eat. I made us reservations for seven at the swankiest place in town. I've wanted to go there but didn't want to go alone."
Axel did his tour guide impression during the day and after an extremely pleasant dinner, walked her back to her room. He wanted to ask her to spend the night but he didn't want to give her the impression it was the reason he paid for her ticket.
At eight o'clock the next morning, someone was knocking on his door. "Good morning, Axel, I hope it's not too early. I... " She got a glimpse into his room. "Oh, my God, Axel, these are wonderful," she said while strolling around."
"Thanks, I've been going out in the desert almost every day and painting."
"Is me being here keeping you from your work?"
"No, absolutely not. As you can see, I have a pretty good assortment."
"I'd love to go with you one day and watch you paint."
"I'd have no problem with that, Barb, but there are no port-o-potties out there."
"Would you be a gentleman and turn your back?"
"Of course."
"That's good enough for me."
It was the fourth day of her visit that they ventured out to the desert. True to his word, Axel turned his back every time she had to tinkle, as she put it. She did the same for him, but he could hear her giggle when she did. Later that night she knocked on his door. She had something she had to tell him and she couldn't wait any longer.
He invited her in and they sat on the bed. "Axel, you're going to think I'm nuts but when I saw you in the hospital, I fell in love with you." He didn't seem as surprised as she thought he'd be.
"Let me explain; there were other people around that day and the way I was screaming you can't tell me they didn't hear me. One was even taking a video with her phone, but not one of them raised a finger to help until you came out of that bar."
"Were they ever caught?"
"Oh yeah, the DA was going to try and track you down, but there was so much video he didn't have to."
"Anyway, you were pretty much out of it for a couple days after the operation and didn't even know I was there, but when I looked at you lying there, I saw a man of integrity and honesty. I know the circumstances you were under when you rushed those men, but I know you'd have done it anyway. These few days have been the best of my life."
Axel had to admit, after all those years, he was actually doing what he loved to do and had a woman who loved him for who he was. But... "Barb, we've only known each other for a few days."
"I know. It's crazy, I know, but my mom and dad were married six weeks after they met and they love each other every bit as much today as the day they were married.
"I'm not suggesting we get married tomorrow, or even at all. Wyatt Earp and Josephine lived together for over forty years and never tied the knot. I just want to go where you go and spend my time with you. If you decide to stay here, I'd like to stay too. If you decide to move or keep moving, I'd like to go with you."
"What about your life back in Illinois? You must have a job... friends, are you really willing to give that up to be with me?"
"Absolutely," she said, emphatically, "but the real question is how do you feel about me?"
It was a question he'd asked himself several times over the last few days. For some reason, he felt drawn to her. Was it love or infatuation? While he was asking himself those questions, Barbara pressed their lips together. The spark he felt was real. Cautiously, he kissed her again, this time with passion.
Barbara broke out with a big smile. "You know we're going to make love tonight, don't you?"
"I'm ready if you are," he replied.
She made the first move by unbuttoning his shirt, but before she could reach his belt, he told her it was his turn. They both took their time but had each other undressed within minutes.
"Wow," he declared as she spun around for him.
"You like?"
"You're absolutely gorgeous, with or without clothes."
She lay across the bed with a big smile. She had dreamed of the moment ever since seeing him in the hospital. "Oh, oh," Axel's tongue on her hard nipples were almost like little electric shocks. "Oh, God," she gasped he reached her drenched pussy.
Her hands grabbed at the sheets and tugged with rapture. She'd had two, or was it three orgasms already? Completely out of breath, she managed to say a few words while trying to catch her breath. "I... I need you in... inside me, Honey, please.
Axel moved up into position and easily slipped inside. He waited for only a moment to watch the ecstasy on her face before slowly moving in and out. When he got married, Axel wanted to make sure he satisfied his wife so he learned a method to prolong ejaculation and give him more stamina.
After another couple of orgasms, she wanted to do it doggy style. He had been going at it for quite a while and couldn't hold back any longer. "Are you on the pill?"
"Yes, let yourself go, Honey." With that, they both had a world-shaking climax. Completely spent, they flopped on the bed next to each other. After some pillow talk, they both fell asleep.
The following morning, Axel woke up to the wonderful feeling of getting a blow job. When Barb saw his eyes open, she smiled. "You just lay there. I figured since we're out west, my cowgirl impression is appropriate." She swung one leg over and lowered herself down. This time, it was she who took a moment as she looked into his eyes. There was a definite bond between them, they both felt it.
A week later, they found an apartment and moved in together. After another week, Axel already knew he'd made the right choice. It was like he'd found the other half of himself. He didn't think life could be any better, but he was about to be proven wrong. He had finally bought a new phone, mainly so Barbara could reach him if she needed him.
It was one of the few days she didn't accompany him to the desert. He was just blocking in the shadows on his current painting when it rang. "Hello."
"Axel, this is Suzy, you need to get down here right now."
His first thought was of Barbara. "Is it Barb, is she hurt?"
"No, she's fine; I have someone here you need to meet."
"Can it wait a while? I'm right in the middle of a new painting."
"No, you need to get your ass in gear and get down here. How far away are you?"
"Ah, about thirty-five minutes, I guess."
"Okay, hurry up, I mean it."
He was a little ticked having to leave his painting half-finished but Suzy hadn't steered him wrong so far. When he walked in, she took no time in introducing him to another gentleman. "Axel, this is Lyle Wescoff, he's an agent for several artists. He loves your work and wants to represent you."
He had no idea what she was talking about. "Represent me?"
Mr. Wescoff joined in, "Mr. Brolin, ever see articles about painters in magazines, see their work on covers, or calendars, or postcards; ever wonder how those artists got so popular? That's my job, to make you popular."
They sat down and talked, hashing out the details. Axel called Barbara and asked her to sit in. When they were done talking, he looked at her. "So, what do you think."
"Axel, I'll go with whatever decision you make, but to me, there doesn't seem to be a downside. It sounds like all you have to do is keep painting and we both know you'll never stop."
Axel studied the contract and didn't see any small print; in fact, it was pretty basic so he signed on the line. Mr. Wescoff didn't waste any time. Within the first month, Axel had his painting on two calendars.
*****
Jim waited until it was official, he'd been sacked. When they gave him the buyout amount for his contract, it was a token amount. "No way," he exclaimed. You really think you can get away with this? I've been with the station for six years and this is how you treat me?"
"I thought that would be your reaction, Jim. I went to the top and told them so but they showed me the drop off in viewership. They said if you don't like it, you can sue but when they explain how you hurt the station, they're confident the court will side with them. You have seventy-two hours to sign or the offer goes away entirely."
Jim called several lawyers but none were very encouraging. He was between a rock and a hard place. He angrily scribbled his name on the dotted line before sending out prewritten resumes.
He couldn't believe that after it took so long to work his way up the ladder, he had it pulled out from under him so quickly. He wanted to blame Julie, but he couldn't deny his part in the whole scandal. He knew he couldn't keep the ranch; he could barely make the next two mortgage payments. He contacted a realtor and told her he'd price it to sell.
When Julie hadn't heard from him in a while, regardless of his wishes for her not to visit him at the ranch, she drove over to see a "SOLD" sign in the yard. Her heart dropped. He wouldn't, he wouldn't do that, she told herself. She tried calling him again, but as usual, it went right to voice mail.
When Carrie learned that her heartthrob had moved with no forwarding address, she broke out in inconsolable tears. They went back to the house to find the neighbors, all of whom liked Axel and assumed he'd be back someday, kept the lawn trimmed.
When they walked in, they immediately broke out into tears as the familiar furnishings created happy memories.
"He's not coming back, is he Mom?"
"I'm afraid not, Honey."
"What are we going to do?"
"Well, I have to get a job. Hopefully, I can make enough to stay in the house, otherwise, we'll have to get an apartment."
*****
Two years later, Axel and Barbara were as happy as two people could be and decided to make it legal. Barbara wanted a child but they didn't want it born out of wedlock so he did the whole bit, including getting on one knee in the first restaurant he'd taken her to on her first night there. Eleven months, later they were the very proud parents of a healthy son.
Mr. Wescoff was doing a great job of bringing Axel closer to millionaire status, so he and Barbara bought a beautiful home with a view of the desert.
*****
By that time, Jim Freeman had already gone through two jobs. He was used to a warm room, sitting behind a desk and reading off of a teleprompter. Now, he was right back to where he started, a reporter for a small station in Bismark, North Dakota, freezing his bippie while covering a sleigh race.
*****
Carrie was looking in the magazine section while shopping with her mother. "MOM, MOM," she yelled from two aisles over. She ran to her mom carrying a magazine, "It's Dad," she said, showing the article to Julie.
It was a three-page spread showing his work and a short article about him, his wife, and son.
Julie couldn't help the small smile, "I'll be damned. He always wanted to be an artist, I guess he finally made it."
"It also says he's married. Did you guys ever get divorced?"
"Oh, yeah, a long time ago. I filed almost immediately. He signed the papers when he was in the hospital; of course, I didn't know that's where he was at the time. Looking back, it was the dumbest thing I ever did."
"Well, at least things turned out for the best for one of us," was Carrie's sad declaration.
The End.
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Decisions, Decisions
"HEY, YOU JUST RAN A STOP SIGN, ASSHOLE!" I looked out my side window at the pedestrian crossing the street, then in my side mirror; he was right. I probably shouldn't even have been driving. I had to forget what I saw and pay attention to the road until I got home.
As I pulled into my drive unscathed and without killing anyone, I thanked my lucky stars. I just sat in my car for a few minutes, wondering what to do... I had no idea. This was something I'd have to talk over with my wife. My decision would impact her just like the rest of us. Maybe I could talk to a professional, but who... a counselor or maybe a divorce lawyer?
Shit, shit, shit, I cursed to myself, what the fuck am I going to do?
I walked in my front door, took off my sport coat and tie and set my briefcase down next to the couch. I heard my wife call out from the kitchen, "Is that you, Honey?"
I didn't mean to be grumpy; it wasn't Leslie's fault, but it slipped out before I caught myself, "Who else would it be?" I snapped back.
Evidently, she hadn't detected my mood. "I thought it might be my lover coming back for seconds," she joked.
"Not funny," I said as I entered the kitchen and kissed her on the cheek.
She stopped testing the boiling potatoes with a fork and looked at me while I grabbed a beer from the fridge. "You all right? You seem a little agitated; is something wrong?"
"I'm sorry," I said, twisting the top off of a long neck, "I had to drive to Kankakee on a sales call today."
"You're in a pissy mood because you had to drive to Kankakee? Jesus, Brian, you've driven to Indiana and Wisconsin on calls before. What's so bad about Kankakee?"
I wasn't quite sure how to break it to her, because Sara was her best friend. "Have you talked to Sara lately? Has she said anything or been acting strange in any way?"
"No... what's going on, Brian, what's this all about, spit it out."
"I think she and Tony are having an affair."
That stunned her into silence while she just stood there and stared at me. Finally, as if breaking from a trance, "Our Tony, Tony Romano?"
"Yeah, our Tony Romano."
"Are you nuts? That's the most ridiculous thing I ever heard."
"I'd think the same thing if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes."
"What... what'd you see?"
"I met the client in a restaurant down there. We talked over lunch. We were just finishing up when they came in and sat in a booth."
"That's it? They had lunch together and from that, you figure they're having an affair? Jesus, Brian, they have that big Macy's outlet mall down there. Sara loves that place; maybe they ran into each other while shopping and decided to have lunch. Haven't you ever had lunch with a friend?"
"Yeah, I have, but wouldn't you expect friends to sit on opposite sides of the booth?"
"You're saying they sat on the same side?"
"Tony stood there while Sara got in first then he slipped in alongside and put his arm around her."
It took her a moment to respond while she thought that over. "Okay, I'll admit that's a little strange, but it still doesn't mean they're having an affair. Shit, Brian, you've known Tony since you were in grade school... " She stopped talking and looked like she just had an epiphany. "They were pulling your leg," she declared.
"What?"
"They were pulling your leg. They saw you when they first walked in and did it as a joke... and you fell for it."
I thought about it for a few seconds, "It didn't look like any joke to me, Les; they were so busy cuddling and talking they didn't even see me leave."
"I guarantee you, Brian, as soon as you left, Tony moved to the other side of the booth and they both had a good laugh at your expense."
Again, I thought about it. In my soul, I knew it was just wishful thinking but it was possible; in fact, it made more sense than Sara and Tony risking their marriages. "I sure hope you're right, Hon."
"Of course I'm right; now dinner's ready, why don't you set the table."
I guess I was kind of quiet the rest of the evening. I was trying to convince myself Leslie was right, but every time I'd think back to what I saw I'd get a bad taste in my mouth. I finally came up with a plan, not much of a plan, but it was what it was.
"Honey, when do you see Sara again?"
"Are you still on that kick about her and Tony?"
"Just hear me out. If you talk to her over the phone, don't say anything. It's too easy to lie over the phone. Wait until you're face to face and can watch her reaction, then say something like, 'You sure pulled a good one on Brian the other day.' Don't give her any details and see what she says. If it was a joke, I'm sure she'll laugh and tell you what they did. If she doesn't know what you're talking about, don't say anything more, just let it drop."
Leslie sighed, "You're not going to give up on this, are you?"
"I think it's too important to give up on, don't you?"
"And what would you do if they were having an affair? What are you going to do, tell Julie and Arnie that their loved ones are cheating on them?"
"I don't know. We can cross that bridge when we get to it, but neither Julie nor Arnie are stupid, if Tony and Sara are having an affair, somebody's going to find out about it.
"Let's just try it and see if they know what we're talking about. I'll do the same thing with Tony, then we can compare notes."
"I really wish you'd just drop the whole thing, Brian. I'm telling you, they are NOT having an affair."
"Well, if that's what we find out, it'll be great news; I'll have a big laugh and stop worrying."
The next day, when I got home, Les told me she spoke to Sara on the phone. "You didn't say anything to her about yesterday, did you?"
"No, I didn't say anything, but I still think this is a big mistake."
"Did she say anything about the restaurant?"
"No, but I just don't see her ever cheating on Arnie--especially with Tony. It'd be too close to home. She's not that stupid."
"I sure hope you're right."
"Anyway, we'll find out on Saturday; we're going shopping together."
"Oh, that's perfect, Tony, Arnie, Jack Slater, and I are going golfing on Saturday. Even if one of them gets suspicious they won't be able to warn the other."
"You're not going to question Tony in front of Arnie?"
"No, we're all going in my car. I'll pick Tony up first and say something as we're driving over to Arnie's."
I could tell that Leslie was starting to consider the possibility of some hanky-panky between her best friend and Tony. She was probably expecting Sara to say something about seeing me in Kankakee during their phone call, and when she didn't, it got Leslie thinking.
We were both in a funk for the rest of the night. I thought maybe I could liven things up a bit in the bedroom later that night but when I started stroking Les' arm, she told me she wasn't in the mood. That didn't happen very often, but I understood. I wasn't really in the mood myself.
Friday was still rather quiet in the house when I came home. Neither one of us mentioned anything about those two, but I knew we both had them on our minds. I didn't even try to initiate anything in the bedroom that night.
The next morning was tense at breakfast. "So, are you going to ask Tony flat out, or what?"
"No, I'm going to do just what I said. I'm not going to accuse him of anything until I know something for sure.
"I've given it some thought. I'm going to say, 'You really had me going the other day.' If he doesn't know what I'm talking about, I'll say, 'Wasn't that you in that Jaguar convertible? How'd you get to drive that thing, anyway?' When he says it wasn't him, I'll just drop it. You need to do the same thing when you see Sara today. The last thing we want to do is falsely accuse them of something."
When I started for Tony's place, I was as nervous as a three-time loser in front of a judge. Even though I thought the odds were stacked against it, I was still praying for a happy outcome.
I was almost sweating from nerves when I pulled into his drive. His lovely wife, Julie, came to the front door as I popped my trunk. "He'll be right with you, Brian, he's getting his clubs."
"Okay, thanks, Julie." A moment later I heard his garage door going up and Tony came walking out with his clubs slung over his shoulder.
"Aren't you going to close the door?"
"Nah, Julie will be leaving in a couple minutes, she'll close it on her way out." He threw his clubs in the trunk with mine. "I feel good today, my friend," he said, shaking my hand while placing his left hand on my shoulder, "I'm going to clean your clock."
"Ha," I chuckled, "that's what you say every time we play together."
"Yeah, well, one of these days, I'm going to do it and I think today's the day, old buddy."
We had known each other for so long. We'd never had a cross word between us; he was like a brother to me. It was only ten minutes to Arnie's and I was starting to chicken out. I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye, he looked the same as always, but I had to know if he was the same guy I had always known, or at least, thought I'd known. "I guess you thought you were being funny the other day, huh? You had me going until I knew it was a joke."
He looked over at me. I was hoping he'd have a smile on his face, but instead he looked confused. "Okay, I give," he replied, "what was the joke?"
Looking back at that moment, I think I deserved the Academy Award. As heartbroken as I was, I knew I couldn't show it. I sure as hell didn't feel like smiling but that's what I did. "The Jag, wasn't that you who drove by the house in a pristine XKE convertible, tooting the horn?"
I glanced over and saw his jaw drop, "No, but I wish it had been."
"Really, you're always talking about them, so when I saw it, I thought sure you bought one, but then I wondered how you could afford it. I mean, the ones I've seen that actually run, start at a hundred grand and go up from there."
"Huh," Tony chuckled, "depending on the year, if the one you saw was pristine like you say, it was probably worth three hundred grand, maybe more."
"That's what I mean, when I mentioned it to Les she said you probably talked someone into letting you drive it past our house. The more I thought about it the more I figured she was right."
"Well, whoever was driving it, it wasn't me. I'm going to keep a lookout though, I'd sure like to see it."
That's where the conversation ended, five minutes later we were at Arnie's. Sara would usually poke her head out the front door and wave to all of us but she didn't do it that time. I wondered if she thought she'd give something away or maybe felt guilty.
As much as I enjoy golf, I didn't really enjoy myself that day. I couldn't keep my mind on the game and Tony actually beat me by two strokes for the first time in his life. At the time, I thought of it as cheating; after all, he was the reason I couldn't concentrate.
When I got home, Leslie was sitting on the couch as I walked in. She had a tissue in her hand when she looked up at me with red, puffy eyes. "Are you crying?"
She nodded slightly, "It's true, Brian, you were right, she admitted it."
Of course, I had known I was right all day but hearing that Sara admitted it was still a blow. "She did?"
"We stopped at a Starbucks for coffee and I did like you told me, I said I thought the joke she pulled on you the other day was funny. She had no idea what I was talking about.
"I... I couldn't help myself, I knew you were right and I blurted out that you had seen her and Tony in the restaurant. She immediately started to panic and begged me not to tell anyone."
Les dabbed her eyes again with the tissue. "Brian, I... I still can't believe it. She said she'd always had a thing for Tony. One day they ran into each other someplace and started flirting; the next thing she knew, they were in bed together."
Just then my phone rang. I looked at the display. "Shit," I mumbled, "it's Tony." Les just stared as I connected. "Yeah," from the slight delay, I think he was a little taken aback by my greeting, but if he was, he recovered quickly.
"Hey, old buddy, we need to talk, can you meet me at Plato's in... say half an hour?"
"Yeah, I'll be there," I replied before disconnecting without another word. "That didn't take long," I told Les. "Sara must have called him. He wants to meet at Plato's. I'm going to go and see what he has to say for himself."
He was already there when I walked in. There was some money sitting on the bar, presumably the change from Tony's drink. Jerry, the bartender, knew us both and was drawing a cold one from the tap as soon as he saw me. He already had it in front of me as I sat down. Tony took a ten-spot from his change and tossed it in Jerry's direction. Neither of us had said a word to each other. I thought since it was Tony's meeting, I'd let him start. It was all I could do to try and keep my emotions in check.
"Sara says you saw us together the other day."
"Eeeyup!"
"What was all that BS about the Jag earlier today?"
"A trap; when I told Les what I saw, she was sure you had seen me when you walked in and played like you were having an affair as a joke. When I said you got me good, I was hoping you'd say yeah, we sure did, but you didn't so I made up the part about the Jaguar."
"So you knew all day... the whole time we were playing?"
"Eeeyup!"
"Well, I appreciate you not saying anything, old buddy. That could have been really awkward."
I couldn't believe he just said that. "Awkward? You call the destruction of two families 'awkward?' There are kids involved, man, kids who don't deserve to be betrayed by their mother. What the hell is wrong with you? I always thought you were a stand-up guy..."
"I am."
"Bullshit! You're a back-stabbing snake in the grass, Tony. Jesus Christ, man, you've got a beautiful, loving wife at home and you're fucking the wife of one of your best friends. Who's next, huh... Les? You planning to get into her panties next?"
"No, of course not, Jesus man, calm down, I didn't plan this, it just happened."
"Bullshit!"
"All right, I don't expect you to understand but I can count on your discretion--right? I mean, you're not going to say anything--right?"
"It stops right now, Tony. I mean it, no more."
I could see his back straighten and knew he was switching to offense. "Brian, this is none of your business. Just let it..."
"None of my business? In case you've forgotten, I've known Arnie for a long time too. How would you feel if the shoe was on the other foot? What if he was fucking Julie and you found out I knew about it and didn't tell you?"
He hesitated for only a few seconds. "Okay, you're right. I'll tell Sara it's over. If I do that, you'll keep quiet?" I sat there thinking before I made any promises. "Brian?"
"If I don't say anything it's only because of Julie and Arnie... and his kids, not you."
"Thanks, Man; and I promise I'll call it off the first chance I get."
"If you don't, if I even think you guys are still seeing each other, all bets are off, got it? I mean it, Tony; this is your one and only chance, don't fuck it up." Without another word, I stood up and walked out the door.
I was still sitting in my car when I saw Tony leave about ten minutes later. It was only a few minutes to my house but I didn't want to make the same mistake I made coming back from Kankakee.
I tried some deep breathing exercises to help calm me down but I could still feel my heart pounding. I was afraid I'd have a heart attack. I closed my eyes and continued to breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth. After another ten or fifteen minutes, I started the car and headed for home. Leslie was in the kitchen sitting at the breakfast table staring at her laptop with a cup of coffee. She looked like she'd been crying again.
I walked over to the counter and poured myself a cup before sitting down. Leslie looked over the top of her computer screen at me. "Well, what'd he say?"
"That he's going to break it off. I wish I could believe him."
"You don't? Honey, you've known Tony since grade school; you really think he'd lie to you?"
"I have no idea, Les. That's the problem. Shit, we've been through thick and thin together, we've always had each other's backs, but I just don't trust him anymore."
"Don't do that, Honey, don't abandon your friend. He's going to need your support."
I looked at my lovely wife like she had two heads. "Support! You want me to support him cheating on Julie?"
"No, of course not, I don't mean support the cheating part, but he's your friend, Brian, I'm sure after realizing what he's done he's going to be remorseful; he's going to feel guilty, he's going to need you to lean on."
"I suppose you're going to be there for Sara to lean on?"
"Of course. You should read this article, Hon," she said, indicating her computer. "it's all about what to do if your friend has an affair."
"Les, if this thing breaks loose, it won't be Tony I support, it'll be Arnie. He and Julie are the victims in all this. No one forced Tony and Sara to start screwing each other. It was a conscious decision on their part. They knowingly betrayed their spouses, their families and their friends."
"Sometimes people just can't help themselves, Brian."
I was getting tired of the stupid conversation. We were getting nowhere. I looked at my watch and saw it was almost six-thirty. "I'm getting hungry, how about you?"
"Yes, but I haven't even started dinner yet. It'll be a while."
"Let's go to a restaurant. Whatever you were planning for tonight's dinner can wait till tomorrow."
Leslie just nodded. "You going to grab a shower?"
"Yeah, I'm not going like this. I'm still all sweaty from playing."
"Okay, you go ahead. I'll be up in a few minutes. I want to finish this article first."
I would have rathered she didn't finish it, but Leslie was a strong, intelligent woman and I'd never try to tell her what to and not to do, so I headed upstairs and into the shower. I hadn't realized how tense I was until the hot water started to relax me.
I was just getting out when Les was getting undressed to go in. "You didn't use all the hot water, I hope," she said with a smile.
"I think I left about three minutes worth," I replied. "You should have been here a few minutes earlier, we could have done our part for water conservation."
"I know, but I really wanted to finish that article. I only had about half a page left. I haven't closed out of it yet. I do wish you'd read it, Honey."
"Let's not talk anymore about it. I want to enjoy dinner with my wife and not think about it anymore tonight."
By that time, she was naked. Les leaned in and kissed me. "Deal," she said.
Originally, I was just thinking of going to an Applebee's or someplace like that, but seeing Les exit the shower in her birthday suit made me think that it had been a long time since we'd gone out any place nice, so I grabbed my phone and scrolled down to my wife's favorite Italian place and was lucky enough to book us a table for two. She was surprised when we pulled into the parking lot and scolded me in a good-hearted way. "You should have told me we were coming here. I would have worn something a little fancier."
"You look absolutely stunning, Honey." That awarded me another kiss.
During dinner, we talked about everything except Tony and Sara and Les never brought up that article again. She knew my feelings and I'm sure she knew that no internet article would change my mind.
Since neither of us had to get up early on Sunday morning, we almost always made love until the wee hours of the morning on Saturday nights, but not that Saturday night. Neither of us were in the mood. Instead, Leslie turned toward me, put her hand on my chest and snuggled into me. I reached around her shoulders and pulled her in tighter; we fell asleep cuddled in each other's arms.



The next morning, the uneasiness of the situation seemed to resurface. Les didn't say anything, but I knew it was on her mind. A couple times during breakfast she opened her mouth as if to say something, but whatever it was, it never made it past her lips.
I spent most of the day mowing our one-acre lawn and thinking about Tony. I remembered all the good times we had through the years, as well as the few times when he acted like an ass. The more I thought about it, the more I felt guilty for promising to keep quiet. I kept asking myself if I'd really want to know if Les was cheating on me, and I always came back to the same answer, you damn well better believe I would.
Leslie was doing her best to keep busy switching back and forth between the laundry and her garden. I suspected, like me, her mind was preoccupied with our friends' infidelity. I knew my wife and I didn't care what any article said, if the shit hit the fan, her sense of morals would dictate her actions.
Later that night, I was surprised when Les turned to me in bed and started fondling my cock. "How's my favorite little buddy doing? Is he getting lonely?"
I closed my eyes and grinned as I pushed my hips up a little. "Mmmmm, you know how much he loves your company," I murmured.
"Oh, look, just like a true gentleman, he stands up for his lady. That deserves a kiss." She leaned over and kissed the top of his head before slipping those beautiful lips around little Brian and giving him one hell of a tongue lashing. It didn't take long before I was hard as steel.
"Now you did it," I kidded as I rolled Les over on her back. Her nipples were as hard as little pink pearls when I alternated between them, sucking and nibbling and rolling them around with my tongue. I swear she had two mini-orgasms before I worked my way south to that entrancing pussy of hers.
I felt her hands on top of my head as I continued with my oral love making. "Oh, God, don't stop, don't stop," she pleaded. As soon as my tongue touched her clit, she had another climax, only that time there was no doubt. She arched her back and clinched her fists around the sheet as she screamed in ecstasy.
I waited as long as I could for her to come down but my cock was stretched so tight, I was in pain. I moved up into position and it slipped right in. I needed to come but refused to rush things. I endured my pain while slowly working my gorgeous wife up into another amatory fever. When I knew the time was right, my thrusting increased in speed and passion until we both came with an intensity that shook the rafters.
It took both of us several minutes before we could talk again. Leslie was the first, "My God, that was incredible."
"Agreed," was about all I could muster while still trying to slow down my breathing. Neither of us had enough left to go another round so we cuddled in each other's arms and went to sleep with a smile.
The next morning, despite our cheating friends, both Les and I were in a good mood. Of course, we had made love hundreds of times in the past, but the previous night seemed special; it was as if we both recommitted our love for each other. Somehow, without words, we both knew the other never cheated and never would.
It seemed to reinvigorate our love for each other. We made sure we kissed and told one another we loved them before going off to work. I picked up a dozen roses on my way home that day. The following week, she bought me a fancy key chain and had it inscribed with her love.
Over the next three weeks, I didn't see or talk to Tony and Les had only talked to Sara twice over the phone. Arnie called, wanting to get together over another round of golf, but I made some excuse and said I couldn't make it.
It was over a month before Sara talked Les into going shopping together again. When she came home, she said Sara swore the affair was over and she apologized to her and me for putting us in such a bad position. I wasn't quite as trusting as my lovely spouse, but I had no proof to the contrary so I gave Sara the benefit of the doubt.
About a week later, Arnie called to invite us to a back yard Labor Day party he was having. I knew if I made another excuse he'd get suspicious and ask if something was wrong, so we accepted. Of course, Tony and Julie were there, along with several other friends and a couple of Arnie's neighbors.
At first, I was going to try and surreptitiously stay away from Tony but he wasn't going to allow that to happen. As soon as we walked in, he came over with his big, toothy grin, shook my hand, and kissed Leslie on the cheek. Julie, none-the-wiser, was right behind him. Arnie waved at us while manning the grill, and Sara came over and kissed us both on the cheek. Except for the giant elephant in the room, or should I say, back yard, it was almost like old times.
About an hour after arriving, Tony caught me alone. "Listen, man, I want to thank you again for not saying anything and I wanted to assure you that Sara and I called it off. I've known you a long time, I know how hard it must have been for you not to say something. I'm sorry."
"I still don't understand it, Tony, I really don't. You're right, we've known each other a long time and I would never have thought you were capable of such a thing. You know this is going to affect our friendship... if we even have one left. Right now, I don't even want to be around you." I walked away leaving him to think about what he destroyed.
When we got home later that night, Les said she saw us talking and was curious as to what Tony said. When I told her she said she and Sara had a similar conversation.
It was my wife's opinion that our two friends were genuinely remorseful and embarrassed. She thought we should put the past behind us and let bygones be bygones. She wasn't pleased when I said I couldn't do that. I said as far as I was concerned, a friendship was like a marriage, trust was a very big factor, without it there was no friendship and I no longer trusted Tony. I said "Maybe, and it's a big maybe, someday I'll trust him again, but it won't be any day soon." No more was said but I could see the concern in Les' face.
Again, there was no sex that night; in fact, there wasn't even any pillow talk. Les said good night as she climbed under the sheet and turned her back on me. About half an hour later, I heard her cute little snore.
I didn't find it that easy to fall asleep. Tony and Sara's affair was starting to cause complications in my own marriage. I kept trying to look at the situation from both sides. It wasn't difficult to see Leslie's point of view about keeping quiet. If the affair was truly over and both families lived happily ever after with no ramifications, then I could live with my guilt for saying nothing, but that was a big "if."
Everyone knows that when someone gets away with something the first time, they're more likely to repeat it and keep repeating it until they get caught. Even if Tony and Sara DID call it off, more likely than not, they'll get involved with someone else down the road, but I had already resigned myself to keeping my mouth shut... this time.
Where Les and I greatly differed was our relationship with them going forward. All that crap about being there for them and supporting them was bullshit as far as I was concerned. Once I knew the truth, my perception of Tony turned on a dime. I no longer thought of him as my magnanimous friend, but as a sneaky SOB who betrayed one of his best friends, and my attitude toward Sara was the same.
So--how was I going to be true to my personal feelings and still keep harmony in my marriage; that seemed to be the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question.
Over the next couple of months, things seemed to level off. I hadn't seen or talked to Tony since Labor Day, and Les wasn't pushing me. She, on the other hand, was seeing Sara fairly often, but I didn't push her either. Without verbally expressing it, we'd reached an armistice: you follow your conscience, and I'll follow mine. Of course, we both felt we were in the right and the other was in the wrong, but neither of us ever showed it.
That self-righteous attitude we both had disappeared on Thanksgiving. Both of our folks lived within a couple of hours drive, so we would alternate the holiday, one year we'd spend it with her folks and then my folks the following year. That year it was at Les' parents.
There's something about being with family. They, of course, knew nothing of our dilemma, so we simply had a great time laughing and telling anecdotes of life, growing up, and growing old together; they would be celebrating their thirtieth anniversary the following year. We spent the night, but since we shared a common wall with her parent's bedroom, we just quietly talked while cuddling in each other's arms until we fell asleep. Once in our own bed; however, we made slow, passionate love to each other the following night.
With the holidays approaching, I didn't have much time to think about Tony's affair. Chicago winters are not a lot of fun, and that one was no exception. We'd had several inches of snow and I had to travel in it for work. Luckily, Chicago and the suburbs are pretty good at clearing the roads; however, Indiana was a different matter. I hated it when I had to cross the state line, because they did nothing; they didn't even salt or put cinders down.
Despite the cold and all the snow, Les and I enjoyed the holidays immensely. The main topic of conversation with my folks was always kids and what a joy it was to have them... hint, hint. The truth was, we were seriously talking about starting our own family in another year or two.
Les' biggest concern was being pregnant during the hottest months of the year. She wanted to wait until summer before going off the pill and hopefully having the baby in February or March. I couldn't even imagine what a woman's body goes through while being pregnant, so I accepted her plan. It gave me something to look forward to.
Other than the loss of my good friend, Tony, life was moving right along. Little patches of grass were popping up through the snow and I no longer had to scrape the ice from my windshield every morning. Spring was right around the corner and I was feeling good... then I received a phone call. I looked at the display and saw it was Arnie.
"Arnie, my friend, this is a rare surprise, what's up?"
I immediately got a feeling of impending doom when I heard the stress in his voice. "Hi, Brian, I was wondering if you'd be free for lunch tomorrow?"
I could feel it in my bones, this was not going to be a fun lunch. "Yeah, of course, where and when?"
"I'm taking the day off tomorrow, so wherever you say is okay with me."
Shit, I thought, this is not sounding good. Arnie worked construction, and except in cases of bad weather, didn't get paid unless he worked. "Okay, how about Mama D's on Chicago and Milwaukee?"
"Okay, what time?"
"They're busy as hell at noon, how about one-thirty, that'll give it time to clear out. We'll have the place to ourselves."
"Perfect," he replied. "And, ah... don't say anything to Leslie, Okay?"
If I had any doubt about what we would be talking about, his request clinched it. I thought, sure enough, when Tony called it off Sara moved on to someone else... just as I had predicted. "Okay, Arn, I won't say anything. I'll see you tomorrow at Mama D's."
That night, I was dying to pump Les for information. I wondered if she knew anything about Sara having another affair, but anything I mentioned could lead to her warning Sara. I knew that's what Arnie was afraid of when he asked me not to say anything.
I didn't get a lot of sleep that night. I knew if I told Arnie what I knew about his wife and Tony, all hell would break loose, especially in my own house. Just when I thought everything was back to normal, too.
The next morning, I actually thought of calling in sick or calling Arnie and saying something came up, but that would only be putting off the inevitable.
I walked into Mama D's a few minutes early and took a booth on the far wall. When the waitress came over with a menu and a glass of water, I informed her there would be two of us. Arnie walked in just as she brought over the second set-up. He waited until we ordered, then wasted no time getting to the heart of the matter.
"Brian, I hope I'm just being paranoid but I think Sara might be cheating on me."
I think he was expecting a little more reaction from me and was a little taken aback when he didn't get it. I probably should have tried a little harder to act more surprised but in my soul, I knew it was coming and I'm just not that good an actor. "What makes you think so?"
"It's just a bunch of little things, mostly. I took her car in for an oil change last month and was surprised at the mileage. It was way over what she normally drives. A couple of times she'd be just starting dinner when I'd walk in from work, then tell me she'd been home all day. I never said anything, but I'd wonder why the late dinner if she was home.
"A few times after work, I'd head into the shower and notice it was wet. I could understand if it was summer, but she showers every morning when she gets up. Why would she need a second shower that late in the day during the winter? It just seems suspicious.
"What really got me thinking, though, was last week. We had an accident on the job and a guy got hurt so they sent us all home for the rest of the day. The house was empty when I got there, so I thought I'd be nice and do a load of laundry. When I started sorting everything, I found a really sexy bra and panty set, one I'd never seen before. Now, I know that women sometimes like to dress sexy just to feel good about themselves, but we always get undressed together at bedtime, why wouldn't I have seen it... unless she was wearing it for someone else."
Just then the waitress came with our food. I waited till she left. "Have you confronted her?"
"No, if she is having an affair, I don't want to tip her off. I want to find out who she's sleeping with and catch them in the act if I can. On the other hand, if I am just being paranoid, I don't want to falsely accuse her of anything. Jesus, she'd never forgive me."
"Have you thought of hiring a PI?"
"Shit, man, those guys cost money. I'd have to put it on a credit card and if Sara saw it, I'd be right back in the dog house. That's why I wanted to talk to you; you're a pretty smart guy, any suggestions?"
I was relieved that he didn't ask me if I knew anything, because I wasn't about to lie to him even though, technically, I was lying by omission. Any lawyer will tell you: if you're under oath, answer the questions truthfully but never volunteer anything.
"Do you have that "Find My Phone," app on your phone? You can use it to check her location during the day," I suggested.
"I thought of that, but we can't have our phones on the job. We have to leave them in our vehicles when we start work. The only time I'd be able to check would be lunch."
"Yeah, that wouldn't work," I admitted. "Most of the tracking apps are real-time. I think some of them will also show a brief history, but I think it's only a day or so if that." I thought for only a few seconds, then it hit me, "Oh, wait... 'Timeline.'"
"What's 'Timeline?'"
"It's what I have for work. It tracks everywhere you've been on a monthly basis then sends you an email at the end of the month. I use it to keep track of my mileage for tax purposes. It works with Google Maps. It'll give you a map and the address of everywhere she's been, the route she took and the mileage. Unfortunately, it won't tell you how long she spent in each location, but you'll be able to see if she's going to a motel somewhere or to somebody's house that you don't know."
"And she won't know she's being tracked?"
"No, not at all. You'll have to set up an email account that she knows nothing about... "
"That's no problem, she has her email and I have mine. We never look at each other's."
"Are you sure? If she is having an affair, she might be keeping track of you to make sure you're not getting suspicious."
"Yeah, that's a good point. Okay, I'll set up another account, what else?"
"Can you get into her phone? You'll need to download the app and put in the email you want everything sent to."
"Won't she see it on her phone?"
"Make sure the icon's not on the front page; slide it to the back."
"I knew you'd have the answer," he commented.
"I just hope you find out she's not cheating on you. Have you decided what you'll do if you find out she is?"
"Brian, I may not be the smartest guy in the world, but I have my pride and I won't let anyone take that away from me, not even Sara."
"What about the kids?"
"Yeah, I know, I thought of that and tried to put myself in their shoes. If I was a kid and knew my dad allowed my mother to sleep around and did nothing about it, I'd be ashamed of him. Brian, I'd rather be a part-time dad who was respected by his kids, than a full-time dad who wasn't."
I nodded my head in agreement. If it was me, I'd feel the same way. "Well, let's hope and pray it doesn't come to that, Arnie."
"Believe me, I am praying. I've loved Sara ever since I first laid eyes on her. I still remember the first time I asked her for a date and couldn't believe she said yes. Every important event in my life has to do with her: the first time we made love, when she said yes to my marriage proposal, when our kids were born... everything."
He was having a hard time keeping his emotions under control. I could see his eyes getting watery and I could tell he was embarrassed. I knew my words were hollow, but I had to try and give him some hope. "Keep good thoughts, Arn, you don't have any proof she's cheating, just hope for the best."
He changed the subject as we finished our lunch and talked about how anxious we were for good weather.
Later that evening, I had my own emotional turmoil to deal with. I hated keeping secrets from Les, but for the first time in our marriage, I didn't trust her. I could make her swear on the Bible not to reveal what I told her about Arnie and I still wouldn't trust her not to warn Sara. I knew her loyalty to her friend was extremely strong, but was it stronger than her loyalty to me? I wasn't sure, and my decision not to chance it was depressing.
A few days later, Arnie called me at work again to tell me he had everything in place. He was surprised when he found Sara's phone was all of a sudden password protected but he said she never was very creative with passwords and he got in with his third guess. After installing the app, he looked around for text messages but she evidently was wiping them clean.
Now it was just a waiting game. He had three weeks before the end of the month. Over the phone, his voice sounded like he didn't have a lot of hope. I wondered if he found more clues, but he didn't say anything and I didn't ask. I knew things were going to explode sooner or later.
I didn't get my own March Timeline report until April 3rd. I figured it'd be the same for Arnie and expected some news sometime that week but it didn't come, nor did it come the following week. I was beginning to think he found nothing out of the ordinary and maybe... just maybe, Sara had learned her lesson.
It was mid-April when I came home and heard Les from the kitchen talking on her phone. She didn't hear me come in nor could she see me so I stopped to listen. Les was talking a mile a minute and her voice was panicky and loud. "No, he promised he wouldn't say anything, Sara. I know he didn't... Because I know him, Yes, he has a moral streak a mile wide but he also keeps his promises."
I decided I should get in there. Leslie jumped with surprise when she saw me, but immediately launched into her query with Sara still on the other end of the line, "Did you tell Arnie about Sara's affair?" she asked in an almost accusatory tone of voice.



"No, I didn't."
"See, did you hear him, he said no, Sara. I'm telling you it wasn't him."
I was tired of keeping secrets and decided on the spot to confront the whole situation. "If she wants to know who tipped Arnie off, tell her to look in the mirror." I got a cold stare from Les.
"Hold on a minute, Sara," she covered the mouthpiece with her hand. "What do you mean she should look in the mirror?"
"She left a trail of clues a blind man could follow. Arnie found a lacy set of panties and a bra in the laundry basket that he never saw her wear. There were other clues as well."
She was still staring at me with a look that would kill an elephant as she brought the phone back up to her cheek. "Sara, I'm sorry, Honey, but I'm going to have to call you back... Yeah, okay, I promise, bye," and with that, she disconnected then looked back up at me with that same stern expression. "How do you know she left clues?"
"I had lunch with Arnie last month. He mentioned the underwear when he told me he thought Sara was having an affair."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"Because I didn't trust you not to warn Sara."
"You're damn right I would have warned her. Brian, both Arnie and Tony are in jail. They were..."
"TONY! You mean all this time they've still been going at it? Fuck, I thought she'd moved on to someone else, and here they've been lying to us all this time?"
"I guess so."
"You guess so? Did you know?"
"No... I, ah, I did kind of suspect that she was seeing somebody again; a couple of times she backed out of shopping trips we had planned, and that's not like her, but I had no idea she was still seeing Tony."
"So why are they both in jail?"
"They were in a hotel room this afternoon. When they were done and went back down to the lobby, Arnie was there when the elevator doors opened. He charged in and hit Tony several times before he could even react. Sara was hysterical; she said she tried to pull Arnie off but he was like a wild man. Somebody saw it and called the cops, but by the time they got there, hotel security had them both in cuffs. Sara's been crying her eyes out ever since. I could hardly understand her when she first called."
"That son of a bitch. He better stay away from me or I just might finish what Arnie started."
"So, if you didn't tell Arnie that Sara was having an affair what did you say when he talked about the underwear and stuff?"
"I told him how to track her every move..."
"Oh, Brian, you didn't."
"He asked for my advice and I gave it to him," I stated emphatically.
"You must have known she was fooling around again. They have two kids; did you ever think of them?"
"Yes, I did, and so did Arnie. He told me he'd rather be a part-time dad and have his kids respect than be a full-time dad without it.
"What about Julie, have you heard anything from her?"
Leslie had her head in her hands and was slowly shaking it back and forth like she couldn't believe what was happening. "No, nothing."
"So... your best friend betrayed her husband and her kids, she betrayed you, her best friend, not to mention her other friends and continually lied to us for almost six months, do you still think she deserves your support?"
"I don't know," she almost cried. "Just leave me alone for a while, will you? Go out to eat, I don't feel like cooking anything tonight."
"What about you, you want me to bring you something back?"
"No, I'm not hungry. I... I just need some time alone, please."
Again, I was having trouble keeping my mind on my driving, so I made it as far as the Denny's a couple miles from our house. I picked an empty booth in the corner and ordered a chopped steak.
Over and over in my head, I just kept thinking, 'what a mess.' We six had been good friends for over a decade, and a lot longer than that in the case of Tony and I. Now it was all shot to hell, and on top of it, Les and I were back to being angry with each other.
As I ate, I made up my mind that there would be no more promises, no more secrets, or holding back information. From now on, everything would be upfront and in full disclosure mode, at least as far as I was concerned, I didn't know what Les was thinking.
I didn't feel like going home right after dinner, so I wound up at Plato's Place where I sipped on one beer for more than an hour while doing more thinking. When I got home, Les was sitting on the couch in her flannel nightgown with one leg propped up. She looked up at me when I walked in and I could see she'd been crying.
"Julie called, she knows all about it, the affair, everything."
"That was fast. How'd she find out so quickly?"
"Tony called her and said he got into a fight and she needed to go down and bail him out. While she was waiting for him to get released, Arnie had already been bailed out by this brother. He ran into her on his way out of the station and told her the whole story.
"When they got home, she told Tony to get out of the house but he won't go so she asked if she could stay with us for a couple of weeks until she can find a place to live."
"What'd you tell her?"
"I said I needed to talk to you first."
"You know my answer; you should have just told her to come on over."
"That's it, we're not even going to discuss it, we're just going to take sides?"
"Les, I told you when this thing first started that she and Arnie would be the ones I'd support. What about you? Who are you going to support?"
"I don't want to support anybody. I don't want to take sides at all," she said.
I couldn't blame her for that, but it was a little unrealistic. In my mind, not taking sides at all would be like punishing Arnie and Julie for being victims. No way was I going to do that. "Les, Julie is your friend, too, are you really going to turn down a friend in need?"
"No, of course not. I just wish this whole thing would just go away."
"You and me both, but it's not going to happen. Call her back and tell her she's welcome to stay as long as she needs to." Leslie gave me that look again, but reluctantly, called Julie and told her she could stay with us.
Les stayed in the living room while I went into the kitchen and made a pot of coffee, I figured it was going to be a long night. About an hour later our doorbell rang. Les looked at me, so I got up and answered it. It almost broke my heart to see Julie standing there with a suitcase in one hand and her make-up kit in the other. She looked a mess.
"Here," I said, as I reached for the suitcase, "let me help you."
By the time she stepped inside, Les was there. I think Julie's appearance affected her as much if not more than it did me. I wasn't sure what kind of greeting she would get from Les, so I was relieved when she opened her arms which prompted our guest to rush in for a sympathetic embrace, complete with flowing tears from both women. "I'm so sorry," I heard Les tell her a couple of times.
I took Julie's things up to the spare bedroom while Les escorted her to the couch. By the time I came back down, my wife had her arms wrapped around our border and they were both rocking back and forth in anguish. I gave them a minute before asking if anyone wanted coffee.
For almost three hours, we all sat around the kitchen table sipping coffee and talking... well, mostly listening to Julie talk. Her rhetoric followed her emotions as she covered everything from reconciliation to killing Tony with a dull butcher knife and burying his body in the woods. Finally talked out, we all decided to get some sleep. I was just drifting off...
"Are you sleepy?"
"Huh?"
"Are you sleepy? I don't know how you can even think of sleep at a time like this."
"I wasn't really thinking about it, Honey, I was planning on doing it."
"I was just thinking about Sara."
"What about her?"
"I just wonder how she's doing. I also wonder how she's going to react when she finds out Julie is staying here."
"Who cares."
"I do, Brian; she's still my friend."
"You have to be kidding me, after you've seen what her actions have done to Julie, you still consider her a friend?"
"Of course I do. Brian, I told you I wasn't going to take sides and I'm not going to abandon Sara."
"Well, both she and Tony can rot in hell for all I care."
"Brian Lundewal, I'm ashamed of you. How can you be so cold?"
God, that ticked me off. I would have most likely been screaming if it wasn't for Julie in the other room, but even though I kept my voice low, I made sure Les knew that she had just pissed me off, royally.
"You're ashamed of me, but not your whore girlfriend who willfully destroyed two marriages? You say I'm cold? You just spent three hours listening to the devastation that bitch created for one of our friends and you're worried about how she's doing... fuck her! Now, I don't want to hear another word about that bitch tonight. I'm going to sleep, good night."
I turned my back on Les and closed my eyes but I could hear her quietly crying on her side of the bed and felt like shit. I had never talked to her like that before. "I'm sorry," I mumbled, "but you really pissed me off when you said you were ashamed of me."
"I'm sorry," she whimpered back, "you know I didn't mean it."
"Okay, let's just try and get some sleep." She didn't stir for a few minutes, then cuddled up to my back. That's the last I remember before drifting off.
The next morning, I was alone when I woke up. Normally, the first thing I'd do in the morning is throw on my robe and go down for a cup of coffee but I didn't know if I'd embarrass Julie so I took a shower and dressed for work.
Les' eyes widened when I walked into the kitchen. "Do you have to go in early?" Both women were sitting at the table in their robes.
"No, I just didn't want to embarrass our guest."
"Brian, please don't change anything because of me. I'm so thankful to have a place to stay for a while. You'll make me feel guilty if you think you have to act differently in your own house."
"Okay, Julie, I'll keep that in mind."
I was half expecting to get the silent treatment or at least some nasty looks from my wife, but she seemed just fine. "Julie, Brian, and I usually have sausage and eggs for breakfast, is that okay for you?"
"Yeah, but let me help." Both Julie and Les jumped up and started pulling things from the fridge. I watched my wife in awe as she and Julie worked together like the best of friends. It appeared that she had a human trait that I didn't. How, I wondered, could someone not take sides in a situation like this? There she was, working side by side with one friend while worrying about that friend's archrival.
Once I got to the office, I tried to forget about our social problems and concentrate on my job but it wasn't easy. Every time there was a lull in the workload, my mind would wander.
What really got to me was Tony's betrayal. In the wake of new revelations, I knew he never intended to keep his word even while he was promising me he'd end things with Sara. It pretty much confirmed my idea that if he'd betray one friend, he'd betray another as well. Any idea of eventually becoming good friends again was totally shot to hell.
Over the next couple of weeks, the situation was becoming normalized. I was getting used to seeing Julie at the breakfast table every morning and felt comfortable enough to go downstairs with my robe wrapped tightly over my jockeys.
Julie, however, had used the time to start getting her act together. Any talk of reconciling with Tony had long been discarded, and she had settled on a family law attorney after a brief internet search and a few recommendations. She was also looking for an apartment and talking about taking some courses in general management at the community college.
Arnie was also taking steps to end his marriage. We kept in touch and even had lunch together on a day he took off for an appointment with his lawyer. He said Sara had refused to tell the kids anything and left it to him to explain that Mommy and Daddy wouldn't be living together anymore. He said it broke his heart to hear their crying; however, he was thoroughly convinced he was doing the right thing and setting the right precedent for his kids as they grew up.
It seemed to me that both wronged parties in the whole mess were taking control of their lives and would survive; as far as the two paramours were concerned, I had no idea how they were doing and couldn't care less.
I appreciated the fact that Leslie hadn't mentioned Sara once since our pillow talk. I didn't know if they were still in contact or not, and I preferred to keep it that way.
Other than a couple of grumps, I worked with a group of pretty nice people. One in particular, Carl, was my number one work buddy. He had a long commute every day, so aside from an occasional round of golf, we didn't get together on weekends a lot but in the office, we were practically inseparable. On several occasions, we'd team up for a major sale and share the commission.
It had been a while since we'd gone out for a drink together, so when Leslie called to tell me she was going apartment hunting with Julie after work, I asked Carl if he wanted to stop at Plato's for a quick one on the way home.
We'd been there about twenty minutes when I heard a familiar but unwelcome voice coming from behind me. "Well, if it isn't the backstabbing, double-crossing Judas who used to be my best friend."
Jerry was in the back room but Kyle, another long-time bartender there, immediately came over and asked me in a quiet voice if there was going to be trouble. I told him it wouldn't be from me if there was. Carl was concerned as well, "What's going on?" he asked.
By that time Tony was standing next to me. "You couldn't just let it alone, could you. You had to stick your nose in where it didn't belong. Maybe I should break it to remind you to keep it out of other people's business."
I could sense Carl starting to stand up but I reached over and grabbed his forearm to keep him seated. I'd been in enough fights with Tony through the years to know he'd never take the first swing.
"It isn't enough you ratted me out, you made it easy for my wife to leave me by giving her a place to live... and after everything we've been through together. What an asshole."
I was curious, "How do you know Julie is living with us?"
"Your wife told Sara, how do you think?"
Well, that answered that question. Even though I had suspected Les was still talking to Sara, I really had hoped I was wrong. Her attitude about this whole mess was making me question if I truly knew my wife as well as I thought I did. She certainly wasn't taking the whole infidelity thing as seriously as I was. That, of course, was bringing up other questions. I was starting to wonder about things I'd always taken for granted... namely, what would my wife do if given the opportunity to cheat?
I shifted my attention back to my former friend. "In the first place, Tony, I didn't rat you out, you did that all by yourself."
"Bullshit," he stated emphatically, "then how did Arnie find out, he was absolutely clueless."
"No, he wasn't. He suspected Sara was seeing somebody, he just didn't know who. He asked me if I had any suggestions and I simply told him how to keep track of her movements during the day. If you had cut things off when you promised me you would, Arnie would have come up empty and none of this would have happened. You and Sara have only yourselves to blame. Now, you want to hate somebody, go home and look in the mirror, asshole."
Kyle had been listening from behind the bar and stepped in. "I don't want any trouble here, Tony, I think you should go."
Tony looked at me and I couldn't decide if it was hate or regret that I saw in his eyes, maybe some of both. "Fuck you, Brian, fuck you," he said before walking out.
Both Kyle and Carl wanted to know what our little showdown was all about. Just from the brief conversation I had with Tony, they knew it involved infidelity so I gave them a really short Reader's Digest version as we finished our beers.
On the way home, I kept thinking about my wife and her whore friend. I'd heard of friendships like that and knew there was no win-win. Les already said she was going to continue their friendship no matter what I said or felt. Did that mean we didn't see eye to eye on the root problem... cheating?
It wasn't until I saw the Kentucky Fried Chicken sign ahead of me that I even thought about dinner. I pulled into the parking lot and texted my wife that I was getting a family bucket to bring home. I received a thumbs-up as I was standing in line to order.
I set the table and had a bottle of white wine open when Les and Julie walked in. My wife gave me a big smile, "Oh, Honey, you are so sweet, thank you," she said with a peck on the lips. "Honey, we'll be losing our tenant in a few days."
"Oh," I looked over at Julie, "did you find a place?"
"Yeah, I signed a lease for a one-bedroom at Kennedy Park Apartments on Mannheim. I move in on the first. It's not luxurious, but it'll do for now. My lawyer says Tony and I will have to sell the house and split the profits. If that happens, I figure to net about sixty thousand, so I'll be able to find something nicer next year.
"Well, congratulations, and just when I was getting used to you," I joked.
I was pleasantly surprised when the time came for Julie to move; Tony very amenably agreed to let her have what furniture she wanted and the master bedroom set. He said he'd use the set from the guest room.
Julie didn't have a lot, so I rented a small truck for her and got a couple of guys from work to help me move her stuff. Les helped as well, of course, and we had her in her new digs in no time. I gave the guys from work fifty apiece, then stayed to help Les and Julie get situated.
After putting everything away, Julie made us a cup of coffee. That's when I could see the emotions coming to the top. Poor Julie, the move brought everything up front and personal for her. There was no going back; the apartment would be her new home for at least the next year.
Les and I saw the tears welling in her eyes just before she broke out in sobs. "Why," she cried, "what made him do it? I thought we were so happy together. I... I just don't understand it."
Leslie put her arm around her shoulders and tried to comfort her. As she did that, I realized I couldn't answer her question any better than Les. If I hadn't seen them with my own eyes that day in the restaurant, there was no way I would have believed Tony to be capable of cheating.
They say the psychology of cheating is on opposite ends of the spectrum when it comes to gender. Supposedly, women cheat for a variety of reasons usually stemming from something lacking in their marriage; men supposedly cheat because they're given the opportunity. I don't believe it's that simple.
In a moment of weakness, I started to consider Les' theory about supporting a friend even though they cheated. Maybe through that support, a person could learn and understand the reasons behind the infidelity. Then I heard Julie's crying and was ashamed of my brief relapse. My anger with the whole situation took over again. I didn't care why Tony or Sara cheated; they thought of no one but themselves and destroyed two marriages and the lives of two young children.
I glanced up at Les, who was doing her best to comfort our friend. I sure hoped the situation was having the profound effect on her as it was on me.
"Julie, why don't I spend the night with you?" My wife volunteered. Then looked at me, "You don't mind, do you, sweetheart?"
"No, not at all," I replied.
"No, no, thank you for offering but you guys have already done so much. No, I've got to get used to living alone."
I could still see the concern on Les' face. "Have you ever lived alone before?"



Julie shook her head, "No, I was still living with my folks when I married Tony. He had his own apartment, so I moved in there after the wedding."
Les gave it one more shot, but Julie was adamant about learning to live on her own. Once again, we made sure she had everything she needed before we left. Seeing Julie in that kind of pain was tearing at my own heart. It was a subdued ride home. We were both worried about our friend.
When we got home, I thought about Arnold, I hadn't talked to him in a while. I heated up a cup of coffee and sat in my recliner in anticipation of a long conversation. "Hi, Brian, how's it going?"
"Funny, that was going to be my question to you, how are YOU doing?"
"Ah, it's touch and go, you know; I'm fine one minute and find it hard not to break down the next."
"Yeah, Julie is the same way."
"Is she still staying at your place?"
"No, we just got back from helping her move into her own apartment."
"Good for her!" he said ardently.
"Arnie, why don't you come on over? I have three sports channels, I'm sure we can find someone to root for."
"I appreciate the offer, Brian, but I have the kids this weekend. They're putting their toys away right now, then we're going over to Putt-Putt to play some miniature golf."
"Oh, I'm sorry, Arnie, I didn't mean to encroach on time with your kids."
"No, no, that's okay, like I said, they're putting their toys away anyway. I am going to let you go though. Thanks for calling, maybe we can get together next weekend."
"I'd like that, just let me know, Arnie." I heard my wife call out from the kitchen as we hung up.
"Is Arnie coming over, Hon? Should I make some dip?"
"No, he has the kids this weekend."
Les came out to the living room with her own cup of coffee and sat on the couch. "How did he sound?"
"He sounded okay, but I'm sure the kids have a lot to do with that. He said he's still struggling with his emotions, and I'm sure being a part-time dad like that isn't helping. He lives for those kids."
"I know he does. What a mess, I wish we had a time machine and could go back."
"And have to go through this all over again? No thanks."
"That's not what I mean and you know it; maybe we could have stopped it somehow. If I had known what Sara was thinking, I might have been able to talk her out of it."
"Yeah, well, we don't have a time machine and the situation is what it is. Our happy little sextet is no longer. It would be nice if both Arnie and Julie find someone new, but I think the chances of that happening are slim to none, at least for a while."
"Why do you say that? They're both wonderful people, why are you so pessimistic?"
"I don't know, it's just that most of the divorced people I know are having a hard time of it. You heard Julie today; she thought they were happy. Hell, we all thought they were happy. You don't think she's going to be bitter going forward? The next guy she gets serious about will have to be a cross between Superman and Jesus Christ for her to trust him not to break her heart like Tony did.
"And poor Arnie, he not only has to find someone who'll be a good wife, but she has to be a good stepmother to his kids as well. That's going to be more crucial for him than the wife part.
"It's hard enough finding a life partner when you're young and naïve; being betrayed like Julie and Arnie were makes it ten times harder the next time around."
"I hope you're wrong. Maybe we can both be on the lookout for someone."
"No, you don't," I replied, "we're going to let them live their own lives according to their own schedules."
I wanted to ask Les if she was still talking to Sara, but chickened out. I knew we were both in the mood to show our love for each other later that night and didn't want to spoil it.
It turned out to be a good decision. We were still eating dinner when she started dropping hints about going to bed early. I was not opposed to her suggestions. It was barely nine o'clock when she asked me if I was ready. I started to follow her upstairs but she asked me to give her just a couple of minutes before joining her. I asked how long she needed and she told me I'd know when she was ready.
I waited downstairs but only for a few minutes. When I heard Sinatra singing, "Love is Here to Stay," from our bedroom, I knew it was my cue. I took the stairs two and a time and followed the music into the glowing candlelight illuminating our room. Les had changed into a slinky, floor length nightgown I'd never seen before. My face gave me away.
"You like?" she purred as she stepped up to give me a kiss.
"I love," I replied as I put my arms around her and kissed her back.
Next she had me sit on the edge of the bed as she slithered out of her nightgown. Damn! Under it, she had a matching set of lingerie including a tiny, push-up bra, matching panties, and a garter holding up sheer nylons in the same color red. As she started dancing slowly and sensually to the music, I told her I was about to come in my pants.
"Oh, no you're not," she said, kneeling in front of me, "you're going to come in my mouth." She quickly undid my belt and pulled my pants down to my ankles. It only took a minute, maybe less, before I shot my load down her throat. It took me a moment to recover, then it was my turn.
I dropped down on my knees and felt her fingers stroking my hair as I started pulling her panties down with my teeth. I could hear the delicate fabric tearing but I didn't care; I'd buy her a new pair. "Oh, God," she cried with excitement as I tugged at the panties with the savagery of a Pit Bull. The side of the dainty garment finally ripped in two and hung salaciously down one leg, partially exposing only a portion of the pussy I loved.
I stood up, swooped her up in my arms, and laid her down on the bed before removing the rest of her clothes in a more traditional way. That night, we made love until the sun came up.
Arnie did come over the following weekend. I never saw any tears, but he was quieter than usual. Les convinced him to stay for dinner and actually got him to open up a little. I think it helped him to get some of it off his chest. He said the hardest part of missing Sara was waking up in the morning without feeling her arms around him. Like Juile, he searched for reasons behind the cheating but came up empty.
He also talked about missing the kids and tucking them in at night. What was once a nightly routine was now four nights a month.
Unfortunately, over time, my predictions were truer than not. Arnie worked out a deal with Sara where he got the kids every weekend. She told him she was doing it out of the goodness of her heart. She knew how much he missed them, and after all, she had them all week, but she wasn't fooling Arnie; he knew she wanted the weekends for dating.
He, on the other hand, had little interest in dating. He stayed home most nights watching old TV reruns that reminded him of better times. I did my best to keep in touch, but it was always me who made the initial phone call, or sometimes, the invitation for an occasional beer after work.
Julie was doing a little better, but not much. She was at least dating, but like I predicted, after two or three dates with the same guy, she'd find some kind of red flag and cut him loose. I don't know if she realized it or not, but it was obviously a self-preservation device.
We were approaching the end of another Chicago winter without much change. Les and I, like every year, had spent Christmas Eve with her parents and Christmas Day with mine, but we both missed our usual New Year's Eve party with the gang. It was always the six of us plus a few other friends and we always had a great time. Instead, Les and I spent New Year's alone in the house watching the ball drop. We did celebrate by dancing in the sheets later that night.
By the end of February, I had pretty much forgotten about any insecurities in my own marriage. Leslie still hadn't come completely down from my surprise Valentine's Day weekend which included a posh room at the Hyatt, breakfast in bed, two romantic dinners, and theater tickets. I was still reaping the benefits a week later.
March came in like a lion with five inches of snow. I was cold and tired when Les met me at the door with her usual kiss as I returned home from work. She had a fresh pot of hot coffee for me and waited until I took my first sip.
"You're going to have to step it up on Valentine's Day from now on if you want to keep up with Levi," she said.
Suddenly, some of those insecurities were coming back, "Levi... who the hell is Levi," I asked, "and why is giving my wife Valentine's Day presents?"
"Not me, silly. He's the guy Julie's been dating for the last four months. He took her skiing on a Valentine's Day vacation."
"Skiing? I didn't know she skied."
"She doesn't, or at least didn't. He arranged for a couple of lessons for her when they first got there, then he took her to the bunny hill. She said he was so patient with her she felt guilty because I guess he can really ski, but he spent the whole time helping her."
"She's been dating the same guy for four months, I think that's a record, isn't it?"
"Yeah, I think so. She really seems to like this guy. I hope he's the real thing and not just some player."
"Yeah, me too. So, when do we get to meet Mr. Perfect?"
"I don't know; she didn't mention anything about getting together. I was thinking about having a Memorial Day cookout, what do you think?"
"That's three months from now, Honey; we don't get to meet him till then? What if she drops him beforehand? That's a distinct possibility you know."
"It's a possibility but I don't think it'll happen. She's absolutely gaga over this guy, and from what she says, it seems to be mutual. We can invite some of our other friends as well and we have to make sure Arnie comes and brings the kids."
Just the way she said it; the inflection in her voice, like he needed to come with the kids, I knew she had something up her sleeve. "Les... what are you up to?"
She looked at me with a twinkle in her eye. "There's a woman at work..."
"Les, I said..."
"Yeah, yeah, I know what you said but listen to me, her name is Sabrina and she loves kids; the problem is, she can't have any. She and her former husband tried for a couple of years but it never happened. They finally got tested and found out there was a problem with her eggs. When her husband found out, he divorced her."
"Nice guy," I sarcastically remarked.
"Yeah, she's been through a lot. She deserves a good man in her life, Brian."
"Les, you can't force two people together."
"I'm not forcing anything, Honey; I simply want to introduce them and let nature take its course." I don't like meddling in other people's affairs, but Les is usually a pretty good judge of character so I backed off.
The following month we went out to dinner with Julie and Levi. My big brother protection syndrome kicked in and I carefully scrutinized every square inch of him. He was intelligent, personable, and had a great sense of humor... he was perceptive as well. Toward the end of the evening the girls went to powder their noses leaving him and I alone at the table.
"You think Leslie will give me a favorable rating?"
I was going to play dumb. "I'm sorry?"
"Oh, come on, Brian. We both know the reason they went to the bathroom together; right now, Julie is asking your wife what she thinks of me."
I smiled, "I'm sure my wife is giving you a glowing endorsement."
"And what about you? You've been watching me like a hawk all night. I hate to sound insecure, but Julie told me how supportive you guys have been. She thinks the world of both of you and I think the world of her, so your opinion is very important to me."
He was obviously straightforward, too. I liked that, and answered in kind, "Are you ever going to break her heart?"
"God, no. I've never met anyone like Julie before. When she told me her ex cheated on her, I found it hard to believe; I mean, who in their right mind would chance losing someone like her for any reason, let alone a stupid tryst? I'd never do anything to lose her trust or respect."
Words are cheap, I wanted more. "What is it about Julie that you find so attractive?"
He didn't even hesitate. "Aside from her physical attributes, she's a genuinely nice person. I don't think she has a malicious bone in her body. On our first date, it took me about fifteen minutes to know I was seeing and talking to the real Julie. She didn't try to put on airs or strike any kind of attitude, she was honest about who she is; I think that's when I fell in love with her."
"That soon; fifteen minutes into your first date?"
"Sometimes you just know, Brian; you meet someone who completes you and you just know you want to spend the rest of your life with them. I'll bet you experienced the same thing with Leslie, you just knew she was the one."
Even the skeptic in me was satisfied; it may have taken me longer than fifteen minutes, but there's a point when you just know it's right, "Okay, Levi, you've convinced me. Please don't let me down."
"I won't, Brian. I want to ask her to marry me, but after what she went through with her ex, I think it might be too soon."
"I don't know what to tell you, there; Les would be the one to ask."
A few days later I got a call from an unknown number, "This is Brian Lundewal."
"Hi, Brian, it's Levi, how are you?"
"I'm good, Levi, what can I help you with?"
"I never got a chance to ask your wife about marrying Julie the other night. Would you mind if I called her?"
"No, of course not."
"Then, would you mind giving me her number?"
I chuckled, "I guess that would help, wouldn't it?"
When I got home that night, I was greeted the usual way, with a kiss from my lovely wife. Usually, after her kiss, I would return it with a peck on the lips before going upstairs to change out of my suit, but instead, I closed my eyes and started rubbing my temples like a mind reader. "I'm getting strong vibrations from you, Les. I sense a disturbance In your regular routine. A... a phone call from another man, a man with romantic intentions."
The look on her face was priceless; I had her going, but not for long. "Oh, he called you to get my number, didn't he?" she asked while slapping my arm.
"Who?" I asked, trying to keep it going but she saw right through me.
"You know darn well who."
"So, what'd you tell him?"
"To hold off for a couple of months."
"Why, I thought she was apeshit over the guy?"
"She is, but she's also still a little gun-shy. She needs to be more comfortable with the situation."
"I'll bet Levi wasn't too happy to hear that."
"Actually, he took it in stride and thanked me for being honest. He understands; I really like him."
"Yeah, me too, I just hope he's as genuine as he seems. Hey, maybe he'll propose at the barbecue."
"Then you've decided to have it?"
"Yeah, why not; we'll invite a few people we haven't seen in a while."
"Can I invite Sabrina, the woman from work I told you about?"
"My dear, you can invite anyone you want," then I thought for a second, "except Tony and Sara."
"She hasn't even seen Tony in months," Leslie said.
Well, I thought, that answers that unasked question. I was disappointed that she was still talking to Sara, but evidently, she was capable of supporting both Julie and Sara; whether either of them knew she was maintaining her friendship with the other, I have no idea, I just know it was something I couldn't do.
She continued, "Have you heard anything about Tony, lately?"
"No, and I don't care to."
"Well, Sara thinks he got fired from his job. She heard through the grapevine that he showed up with liquor on his breath and that was it, they canned him."
"There must have been more to it than that," I said; "he's worked there for twelve years or more."
"Yeah, I'm guessing it wasn't the first time. I understand he started drinking pretty heavily after the divorce."
I wasn't like my wife; I really didn't care. "Let's talk about something else, huh? I couldn't care less about what happens to Tony."
Les looked at me and I could see disappointment in her eyes. "Brian," she said in an exasperated voice, "he's your best friend, maybe if you'd had shown him a little support he wouldn't have turned into a drunk."
Once again, I got angry. "He WAS my best friend, Les, he's NOT my friend any longer, not my BEST friend, not ANY kind of friend, when are you going to get that through your head?
"Look, you're still friends with Sara. I don't agree with that, but I respect your decision, please respect mine, okay?"
"Yeah, okay," she answered with a small sigh. "Diner's almost ready; why don't you go up and change," which is exactly what I did. For the next week, we kind of avoided one another again, and again, I was even more pissed at our former friends for disturbing the usual peace and harmony in my own marriage. Leslie eventually apologized and we had some great make-up sex.
It rained almost every day for the first three weeks in May. I was looking into renting a large overhead tent for the party when the sun came out and stayed out. Les and I were still setting up the tables and getting everything ready when I heard Levi's voice. I looked over and saw him coming around the side of the house with a smile and a case of beer. "We thought you might need a hand with getting things set up."
I looked but didn't see Julie. "Where's your better half?"
"She went inside to see if she could help Leslie with the food."
"Yeah, I appreciate the help. The beer goes in one of those coolers," I said, indicating their location with a nod.
After filling the cooler, he came over and helped me set up one of the folding tables. Just then, Les and Julie came out with a few bowls of snacks. Levi and I spread a paper tablecloth down and the girls anchored it down with the bowls so it wouldn't blow off in the breeze. With Julie and Levi's help, we had everything ready with time to spare, so we each popped the top on a beer and sat down to relax.
After some light conversation, I walked over to get the grill ready. Levi asked if he could use the washroom and Les told him where it was. I guess the girls thought both of us guys were out of earshot. Julie leaned toward Les, "Tony's moved back in with his parents, can you imagine that?"
"Gloating a little bit, are we?" Les asked with a smile.
"Yeah, maybe a little; he ripped my heart out, Les. I think I have a right to gloat."
"I agree," Les told her, "and now you have a new man in your life. You should be proud of yourself, you didn't let Tony bring you down; in fact, it's just the opposite."
"Thanks, Les, yeah, Levi is quite a guy. You know, so far, we've never had a cross word with each other? That doesn't mean he gives in to everything I say and do. He lets me know when he disagrees with me, but he does it so logically it's hard to argue with him," she said with a chuckle.
Just then we heard the gate and a woman I didn't know walked in with a large bowl. "Sabrina," Les yelled, welcoming her friend, "I'm so glad you could make it." Les introduced her to all of us as her friend from work and a few minutes later our neighbors showed up with their two kids. It wasn't long after that when Arnie showed up with his two kids, Angela, and Evie. It'd been a while since I'd seen them and couldn't believe how they'd grown.
By one o'clock, the party was in full swing. I was busy manning the grill but kept an eye on Les to make sure she wasn't trying to push Arnie and Sabrina together. Thankfully, she introduced them and then left them alone. When it came time to eat, we all paired up and sat at one of three long aluminum folding tables. The kids took one and the adults the other two. I smiled as Arnie squeezed in next to Sabrina who scooted over to make room for him. Just then, I felt a slight jab in my ribs. I looked over to see my wife looking at me with a triumphant grin.



After dinner, the games came out. I looked around and saw Arnie sitting alone for the first time all day so I walked over and took the chair next to him. "Look at her, Brian, that's one nice lady," he said. I looked and saw Sabrina playing Cornhole with the kids.
"Yeah, she works with Les."
"You think she'd go out with me if I asked her?"
"I'm pretty sure she would, but the only way to find out is to ask."
"Yup, you're right; I'm going to ask her as soon as I can pry her away from my kids. I think they've already adopted her."
His demeanor changed slightly before he spoke again. "Would you believe Sara asked if she could come when I picked up the kids at the house?"
"She did?" I don't think I masked the shock in my voice very well.
"Yeah, you believe that? Am I glad she didn't ask in front of the kids. If they had pleaded with me to let her come, I would have possibly caved for their sake."
"Are you thinking of reconciling?"
"No, heavens no; every time I look at her I think of her and Tony together. I don't think that'll ever go away. I could never live with her again, not even for the sake of the kids." I was glad to hear that. There was no way I could ever be civil to Sara again.
"Well," I said, trying to lighten the mood, "I'm going to put some dance music on... give you any ideas?"
"A few," he replied. I went inside and stacked a selection of LPs on my old refurbished turntable and flicked the switch for the outside speakers before hitting the washroom to take a leak. Everyone was dancing by the time I got back outside including Sabrina and Arnie. I looked over at Angela and Evie who were watching them and grinning from ear to ear.
Later that night, both Les and I were too tired to make woopie so we settled for some pillow talk. I could tell what was coming by the grin on her face. "Arnie and Sabrina sure seemed to hit it off today."
"What do you want, a medal?" I joked.
She chuckled, "I'm telling you, Honey, those two are made for each other. Did you see how Angela and Evie took to her? Did you see them hug her when they left?"
"Honey, I was standing right there with you, it would have been hard to miss. I do have to admit, Arnie was the happiest I've seen him since he found out about the affair."
"So--how's the crow sandwich?"
"Ah, I think it's a little too early for you to be patting yourself on the back just yet, but I will admit, they looked good together."
"Speaking of looking good together, Julie thinks Levi is trying to muster the courage to ask her to marry him."
"Oh, did she say what her answer will be?"
"She's still a little nervous but she's going to say yes."
"Really, did she say that?"
"Yeah, I asked her straight out and that's what she told me."
"Good, I really like Levi. We're going golfing on Sunday."
"You are? That's news to me."
"Not anymore," I said with a smile. "With everything going on today, I just didn't think to mention it. He tells me he has a six handicap; that's twice as good as my twelve. Maybe he can show me a few things."
"Is Arnie going?"
"No, I asked him but he doesn't want to give up his time with Angela and Evie."
"I can't blame him for that."
"Yeah, me neither." We talked a little more before we both slipped off to slumberland.
The rest of the week was the same old thing. Saturday was my day to complete as many chores as possible from my ever-increasing honey-do list while Les did the shopping and the laundry.
I was looking forward to Sunday. I hadn't swung a club since the shit hit the fan. Levi picked me up and we arrived at the course half an hour before our seven-thirty tee time. Steve, the golf pro, gave me a warm welcome and asked where I'd been. I told him our usual foursome broke up, then introduced him to Levi. He said the course was still pretty empty, so we could go as a twosome or wait to get matched up with the next couple to come in. Levi asked what I wanted to do and I told him I'd rather not wait.
At the end of the round, I surprised myself with a ninety-two; not bad, I thought, for not playing for a whole year. Of course, it was a far cry from matching Levi's eighty-one. He wasn't BSing about his game, he was good.
Another thing that surprised me was the time; we walked off the eighteenth green a little before ten and Levi even took the time to give me a few pointers for getting out of the sand. When I played with our usual foursome, we never finished in less than four and a half hours. Part of that was due to Arnie, he had a tough time breaking a hundred, but even so...
It was too early for lunch, but they were just opening the bar so Levi and I sat down for a quick beer. "So, when are you going to pop the question?" I asked.
"In two weeks; we're going up to Door County, Wisconsin. I looked at an astronomy chart to find out when the next full moon would be."
"Damn, you're going all out, aren't you."
"Yup, I want it to be a night we'll both remember."
We finished our beers and headed for home. As we approached my house, I saw a blue Toyota in the drive. Damn it, I cussed under my breath, without a doubt, I knew who it belonged to.
"Hey, Levi, drive a little past my drive and pull over. I'll get my clubs out of the trunk and walk back."
"What, why?"
"There's someone there who I want to surprise."
"Okay," he said.
I quietly walked around the side of the house and laid my clubs in the back yard then tiptoed up to the back screen door. I could barely hear voices which meant they were in the living room. Ever so gently, I opened the door and slipped into the kitchen. From there I could hear clearly. Leslie was speaking...
"I'm glad you didn't come; I'm not sure what Brian would have done. You're not his favorite person, you know. He hates the fact that we're still friends."
"I'm sure glad you're not like that, Les; I don't know what I'd have done if I'd lost you too."
"I guess I'm just more forgiving."
"I wish Arnie was more like you. The girls told me he met someone at your party. They didn't stop talking about her for three days. I guess I can forget about ever getting him back."
"Did you really think there was a chance for that?"
"No, not really, just wishful thinking I guess. I'll tell you, Les, if you're ever tempted to have a little fling, don't do it. At first, it's kind of exciting, but I'll go to my grave regretting what I did. I've lost everything, and whether I ever find a new guy or not, it'll never be the same. Every time the kids come back from a weekend with their father, I have to face the fact that he's no longer living at home because of me. Even after all this time, I still sometimes cry myself to sleep."
"You don't have to worry about me. Brian is the only man I want to have a fling with. We've been talking off and on about having a baby and I've decided to run out my birth control pills and not get a refill."
"That's wonderful, Les."
I'd heard enough so I quietly slipped out the way I came in. I picked up my clubs, walked to the front of the garage, and entered the code to open the overhead door. I knew Les would hear it. I came in through the garage entrance just as Les was shooing Sara out the front door.
"Is that Sara's car in the drive?"
"Yes, but she's leaving already so you don't have to throw her out." I just shook my head.
"How come you're back so early; didn't you play?"
"Yeah, but it was just Levi and me so it didn't take as long as it does when four of us were playing."
"How'd you do?"
"Not as bad as I thought I would. Levi's every bit as good as he said he was. We were talking about putting a regular foursome together. He has someone he works with in mind and I think I'll ask Jack Slater."
I again thought about expressing my displeasure with her maintaining a friendship with Sara, but then I thought, what's the use? All it will do is get us angry with each other again, so I kept my mouth shut.
As the summer progressed, things worked out. Levi and I put a foursome together and set up a standing tee time every Sunday morning; he and I were becoming good friends. Leslie, of course, accepted his proposal, but insisted on a long engagement. A month later, they eloped to Vegas; so much for the long engagement.
Epilogue:
Les says Sabrina can't stop thanking her for introducing her to Arnie. They've been dating hot and heavy since the party, and she joins him and the kids on the weekends. She was able to keep the house after the divorce, and has already asked Arnie to move in with her. I asked him if he was considering it and he told me he was already looking for someone to sublet his apartment.
It still wrangles me that Les has kept her friendship with Sara, but she has never favored her over Arnie or Leslie, nor has she slighted them in any way, so I've just backed off from saying anything, especially now. Les is off the pill and we're diligently working toward our first child.
I haven't seen or heard from Tony since that night in Plato's. I guess because I had known him the longest, his part in the whole mess hurt me the worst.
As my dad always says, "The only constant in life is change."
The End.
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I swerved to the left as soon as my headlights warned me of something in the road but I still heard the terrifying thud of something hitting the side of my car. I stopped immediately and ran around to the passenger's side.
My heart stopped and my body froze as I stood there staring at a woman lying in the street. I could see blood on the side of her face. Finally, regaining some sense of lucidity, I pulled out my phone and started to dial nine-one-one when I heard her groan then start crying. I couldn't see that well in the dark but she sounded young. She started to stir...
"Don't move," I said, "you could have internal injuries. I'm calling an ambulance."
"No, please mister, don't."
I looked at her, "What do you mean, don't. I have to, you could be badly hurt."
"I'm okay, really, mister. Please don't call."
"If you're worried about the cost, don't be, I have insurance."
"Please, mister, please don't call anybody, I... I'll be okay, honest," she said as the waif of a young lady started getting up.
I hadn't completed dialing yet but still had the phone in my hand as I bent down to help her up. "What are you doing wandering around the streets this time of night? Where are you going?"
"I... I'm not sure. I was on my way to see my Aunt and Uncle but I got lost."
"Where do they live? I'll drive you there."
She tried to stand but limped when she tried to put pressure on her right foot. "This is ridiculous. If you don't want an ambulance I'll take you myself but you need to go to the hospital."
"NO, PLEASE, Mister, I'll be all right, honest."
"That foot could be broken," I insisted.
"I'd know if it was broken. I just twisted it when I fell."
I sighed in frustration. Her over-the-top reactions suggested she was in some kind of trouble, probably with the law but It was obvious she wasn't going to be doing much walking, for a while anyway. I got a better look at the cut on her forehead; It didn't look as bad as I originally thought. "Does your aunt and uncle know you're coming; are they waiting for you?" She shook her head no.
"All Right, look, it's almost two in the morning, I'm sure your aunt and uncle are sound asleep. I'll take you to my place. We'll wrap your ankle and take care of that cut on your head. You can sleep in my bed, I'll sleep on the couch. In the morning, I'll fix you a big breakfast and drive you to your aunt and uncle's."
She looked scared. "You'll be fine," I said, trying to reassure her. "I'm tired, I don't want to drive any more than I have to tonight and I sure can't leave you here in the middle of nowhere. "Come on," I said while opening the passenger side door, "I'll help you in." I looked around for a suitcase but found nothing, not even a backpack. "Don't you have any other clothes? Is that it, just what you're wearing?"
She looked down like she was ashamed. "I... I got robbed, they took everything I had."
Whether she was running from the law or not, I couldn't help but feel sorry for her. "Come on, let's get you home so you can take the weight off that ankle and get comfortable."
Reluctantly, she got inside with my help. I walked around in front of the headlights and sat in the driver's seat. "What's your name?"
"Megan."
I stuck my hand out, "Hi, Megan, my name's John, John Orsman." She shook my hand but didn't say anything. I was sure she was still nervous. She was quiet as a church mouse until I started to pull into a parking lot.
"Why are we stopping here," she asked in a slightly panicky voice.
"It's an all-night pharmacy. I have to get something to wrap that ankle with and some bandages for that cut. I won't be long, just relax."
On the way back to the car, the parking lot lights were bright enough, that I could see she had her eyes closed. She opened them immediately when she heard the car door open. I slid in and put the package on the seat next to me. "I have enough medical supplies in that bag to qualify me as a first responder, now if I only knew how to use them," I said with a smile. She looked over and gave me just a hint of a smile in return.
By the time we got to my condo, it was two-thirty. Of course, there were no lights on except the street lights but they did nothing to illuminate the front of my place. She looked around and I could tell she was getting nervous again.
"I just bought this place," I told her, trying to make her feel more comfortable. "I've only lived here for about three months. I don't have a lot of furniture yet but I have the essentials, a couch, a TV, and a bed."
"You're sleeping on the couch thought, right? That's what you said."
"Yes, I'm sleeping on the couch. Please, try to relax, honest, I'm not going to hurt you; I'm one of the good guys." She still didn't look very convinced.
I helped support her while she hobbled to my front door. Once inside, I helped her into the bedroom and turned down the bed with one hand while helping her keep her balance with the other. She lay down and I propped my pillows up against the wall so she could sit up.
I gently took her right shoe and sock off so I could see the ankle. "It's starting to swell. I sure hope you're right about it not being broken. If it is, you could wind up limping for the rest of your life. I still think I should take you to the emergency."
"John, I've had broken bones before; I know what it feels like and I'm sure it's not broken."
"All right, I'll take your word for it. I sure hope I'm doing the right thing."
"It'll be fine by tomorrow and I'll get out of your hair."
"I'm going to get some ice for it; just relax, I'll be right back." All I had in the freezer were a few frozen dinners. I put two of them on her ankle then ran some warm water in a cereal bowl and got a washcloth to clean her head wound. I still had some antiseptic soap left over from the Covid outbreak so I used it and put a couple butterfly bandaids on the cut when I was done.
"Okay, that's about the best I can do. The master bathroom is right there. Let me know if you need help getting there and back. I don't work tomorrow so if you wake up before I do just stay in bed. I'll check on you before I make breakfast to make sure you're all right."
"Thanks, John, I really do appreciate everything you're doing for me."
"No problem, I do it for all the people I run down on the road." I actually got a chuckle out of her with that one. "I have to get some stuff out of my car so don't get scared when you hear the front door open and close a couple of times."
"Okay, thanks again."
A couple weeks prior, I was driving around in the country looking for things to photograph; that's what I did for a living. I found an old dilapidated barn that was perfect for some experimental night photography I wanted to try. That's why I happened to be driving home at two o'clock in the morning.
I'd never heard of any break-ins in my neighborhood but I never liked leaving my camera gear in the car overnight... just in case. It took me two trips to get it all inside. Normally, I'd take it down to the basement but I was so tired, I just left it on the floor at the foot of the couch.
I didn't have any more pillows so I lay down with my head on the arm of the couch. Thank goodness it was padded. I'd been running on high-test adrenaline since the accident and hadn't thought about how pretty my border was until I closed my eyes and remembered dressing her cut. She wasn't beautiful, she wouldn't win a beauty contest against Hedy Lamarr or Liz Taylor but she had a wholesome, 'girl next door' look and a warm smile. I slipped off to sleep thinking about shooting her portrait.
It was almost eight o'clock when I woke up. I peeked into the bedroom and saw Megan was still sound asleep. Only half awake yet, I stumbled into the bathroom to take a leak and then to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. I sat at the kitchen table and was already on my second cup; I didn't want to wake her up but I was getting hungry.
After finishing my coffee, I went to check on Megan again. The bed was empty and the door to the master bath was closed. She evidently didn't take me up on my offer to help her to and from the bathroom. She was obviously very independent.
I walked out to the living room and picked up my camera bags to put away when Megan appeared in the bedroom doorway. "What's all that?"
"Good morning, Megan. It's my camera gear, I was out shooting pictures last night. Did you sleep okay?"
"Yeah, great."
"How's the ankle?"
"Better but it still hurts."
"Why don't you get back in bed and I'll bring you some breakfast. How do you like your eggs?"
"Ah, over easy?"
"Do you like coffee?"
"Yeah, just a little cream and sugar?"
"You got it," I said with a nod, "I'll put my gear away and start on it. In the meantime, get back to bed. You need to give that ankle as much rest as you can before I drive you to your aunt and uncles."
Without saying another word, she turned and hobbled back to bed. Watching her limp gave me an idea. I brought my camera equipment down to the basement and went through some stuff I hadn't used in a while. I found what I was looking for a rigged it with a small bracket designed to hold a reflector. I carried it with me when I brought Megan her breakfast.
"You have a cane?"
"Well, not really but I think it'll do. It's actually a monopod... like a tripod but with only one leg. You put a camera on top and it's supposed to help you stay steady when shooting pictures. I haven't used it in ages. The handle is a bracket I use to hold reflectors or portable backdrops. It's not perfect but I thought it might help you take some weight off that ankle when you walk."
"Thanks."
"No problem, anything else you need?"
"I... ah... would it be okay if I take a hot bath?"
"Yeah, of course; I wasn't going to say anything but you do smell a little rank. What about your clothes? If you leave them out here, I can stick them in the washer for you. I'm not sure they'll be dry by the time you get out but I have a robe you can wear until they're ready."
Like the night before, she looked like she didn't trust me. "Can I see the robe?" she asked. I went to the closet and pulled my full-length, terry cloth robe out to show her. "Can I ask you a question?"
"Of course."
"What's your angle? I mean I... last night I really thought you were going to make me have sex with you once we got here, but so far you've been a perfect gentleman. What gives, what do you want in return for all this?"
It was hard not to take her question personally and get angry but I figured she's obviously had a hard time of things. "You thought I'd make you have sex and came with me anyway?"
"Well, I didn't have much choice, did I; besides, it wouldn't be the first time I've had to trade sex for something I needed."
It probably shouldn't have, but her statement shocked me. I mean, I know there are homeless people out there trading sex as a way of life but I'd never had one in my house before. My next question just popped out. "How old are you?"
"Twenty-two."
"Bullshit, you don't look more than sixteen," I replied.
She looked me in the face and knew I didn't believe her. "Okay, I'm nineteen... honest."
I still didn't believe her. "Got an ID on you?"
"Does it look like I have ID on me? How old are you?"
I don't know why I even answered but I did, "Twenty-six, want to see my ID?"
"No, I believe you." She looked sad. "Look, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to make you mad. I'd still like to take that hot bath, then I'll get out of your hair."
She most obviously had a hard life and I was ashamed of myself for making her feel uncomfortable. "Of course, you can take a hot bath and my offer to wash your clothes still stands. When you're feeling better, I'll drive you to your aunt and uncle's." She gave me half a smile and nodded her head in approval. I was walking out of the bedroom when I looked back and saw her struggling to get out of bed. It occurred to me that she'd have a tough time running the water for her bath. "Relax," I told her, "I'll draw your bath for you. How hot do you want the water?"
She looked relieved. "Ah, well, not scalding hot but hot enough to soak my ankle for a while."
"You got it," I said, heading for the bathroom. As I started running the water, I thought of something. I let the water run until I had a good six inches of nice hot water ready then added my surprise before joining Megan back in the bedroom.
"Okay, it's all ready for you. I added some scented bath oil. There's also some women's make-up in the top drawer to the right of the sink. I'm not sure what's there but you're welcome to it."
She had almost a shocked expression so I thought I'd better explain. "I had a girlfriend who was going to move in here with me but we had a fight so she never did. She left a few things behind though."
"Oh, I... I was starting to wonder about you," she said with a smile. It was nice to see she had a sense of humor.
"I'll give you twenty minutes to get in the tub and shut the door, if you want me to wash your clothes just leave them on the bed." I left and closed the bedroom door behind me.
Twenty minutes later I knocked on the bathroom door. "How're you doing in there? Were you able to get into the tub?"
"Yeah, this is heavenly, thanks. I left my clothes out there. I've got your robe in here with me."
"Yeah, I saw your clothes, no problem, I'll get them in the washer right now. You take as long as you need in there." I gathered up the clothes on the bed and stuck them in the washer, hoping for the best. Everything was threadbare and looked as if it was ready to fall apart. I wondered if after she soaked it, her ankle would be in shape to go with me to the Salvation Army Store. I wasn't rich but I could afford to buy her forty or fifty dollars worth of duds.
I had to do a double-take when she opened the door and limped into the living room using my makeshift cane. She was wearing a little lipstick and used some of my former girlfriend's eye shadow. She also must have found my hair dryer and used it to dry and style her hair. The clothes she was wearing the night before were very loose fitting, and of course, wrapped in my robe, I couldn't see her figure but she had a very pretty face.
"Well, you clean up nice," I said with a smile. "How's the ankle?"
"Much better today," she said, returning my smile. "Thanks, I really do appreciate everything you've done for me. I... I know I'm a burden so I'll get out of your hair. I... I wonder if I can keep this thing?" She asked, lifting the monopod slash cane. "It helps."
"What do you mean, 'get out of my hair?' I'm going to drive you to your aunt and uncle's, remember?"
She chuckled, "I don't have any aunt or uncle. I said that hoping you wouldn't hurt me if you thought I had some family."
Up until that moment, I never thought of myself as being naïve but that took me completely by surprise. I did a quick calculation in my brain. As nervous as she was, thinking I was going to demand sex, pretty much ruled out her being a prostitute and she didn't look like a drug user... "So, where the hell were you headed at that time of night then, you got a boyfriend around here somewhere?"
"Look," she said with a sigh, "I'm homeless, okay? I eat out of garbage cans and sleep in places where I won't get raped. When I get hassled, I move on. That's what I was doing last night--moving on."
The woman was really messing with my brain. I couldn't even imagine living the life she was talking about. "So, what are your plans for moving on from here?"
She chuckled, "I don't have any plans."
"Then why don't you stay for a while?" I saw what was becoming a familiar look of suspicion again. "Don't... don't give me that look again; I would have thought by now you'd know you can trust me."
"I... I'm sorry... it's just that... " she let her words just kind of die out but I knew what she wanted to say.
"Yeah, I know, you've been taken advantage of more times than not and it's hard for you to trust anyone. I can't blame you, but honest, all I want to do is help." She smiled and gave me a small nod. "Can I ask a question?"
"Sure."
"Why do you live like this? You're obviously an intelligent person. Have you ever just tried getting a job and making a life for yourself?"
"The kind of jobs I qualify for don't pay enough to live on. I don't even have a high school diploma. Any kind of decent place to work wants people who've gone to college."
"Not necessarily, I work for a guy who has a portrait studio in the mall. I could ask around and see if anyone needs a sales girl."
"I'd need clothes for a job like that. I have a little money but I don't think it'd be enough for anything fancy."
"I can contribute some. We have a Salvation Army store not far from here. There's also a Goodwill and three or four resale shops. I'm sure we can find you something. Come on."
"Now?"
"Yeah, why, what else do you have to do?"
"Ah, nothing I guess."
We first went to the Salvation Army Store; they were the closest but didn't have anything suitable. We hit the Goodwill next. She found a nice skirt that looked good on her and it was only eight dollars. I offered to pay for it but she said she had the money.
As she waited in line to pay, I could see her keeping an eye on me. Now I was suspicious. It looked like she was trying to sneak something past me so I maneuvered around where I could see her but she couldn't find me. When she got to the register to pay, I saw what she was trying to hide; she pulled a stack of bills from her pocket that had to be three or four hundred dollars at least. I didn't say anything at the time but I was determined to get to the bottom of things. If she was going to stay in my house she was going to be honest with me, damn it.
We went to three more resale shops where she bought another skirt, three tops, a pretty dress, a pair of women's slacks, and a pair of comfortable shoes. She paid for it all herself. Everything, all together, was about eighty bucks.
By the time we were done, it was dinner time so I stopped off at a pizza place on the way home.
Since seeing that wad of cash she was carrying, I was trying to decide how to confront her in a way I could get to the truth. I decided on the direct approach. I was going to have a stern conversation with her as soon as we got home, but...
"Who's She?" They both yelled as we walked into my living room. Leaning against the door frame of my bedroom, wearing only one of my white dress shirts, open all the way down, and a pair of white cotton panties, was my ex-girlfriend. She knew that look drove me crazy. "Cassie, what are you doing here?"
"Answer my question first, who's she?"
"Well, not that it's any of your business but, Cassie, meet Megan; Megan, this is Cassie, my former girlfriend." I turned my attention to my ex. "I remember now, I didn't find my key after you left, now I know why."
She ignored my comment. "Is she your new girlfriend?"
"No, she's down on her luck right now so I'm helping her out."
"Yeah, I just bet you are." The implication was just what Megan was afraid of, that I'd help her in exchange for sex.
"You never did take the time to know me, did you, Cassie? If you had, you'd have known I'd never go for you screwing other guys. We were supposed to be exclusive; shit, I was going to buy you an engagement ring after you moved in here."
"It can still happen, John. I wasn't screwing other guys; it was one guy, one mistake. I had too much to drink and didn't even know what I was doing until I woke up the next morning."



"Ah, hah; did you know Keith was there that night?"
"Keith... Keith Jordan?"
"Ah, hah; he saw the whole thing. First of all, what were you doing in a pick-up bar by yourself?"
"I... I was waiting for a girlfriend but she didn't show."
"How would you know? According to Keith, that guy bought you a drink and you left with him before you even finished it."
"Maybe he put a date rape drug in my drink."
"Come on, Cassie, you didn't drink enough of it to be drugged. Face it, the guy was good-looking, had a good line of bullshit, and you didn't think you'd get caught. The next time you cheat on a boyfriend remember to look around the bar and see if any of his buddies are there."
"All right, I was stupid but everyone deserves a second chance." When she didn't get a response right away, she thought she was getting to me. "Look, why don't we just start dating again for a little while, then..."
"Sorry, Cassie, I'm not interested."
"Why not? We were good together."
"Yes, we were, right up until you so casually opened your legs for another guy. We're done, Cassie; you can cry and moan, and swear and pout all you want, but it won't make a bit of difference. Now go get dressed and make sure you leave the key when you go this time."
Megan and I sat on the couch until Cassie was dressed. To make sure I had my key, I literally took it from her hand. As she walked to the front door, she looked at Megan, "Find yourself a nice guy, honey, one who's not such a prick." And then she was gone, for good I hoped.
We had been together for almost two years before she broke my heart. Afterward, I looked back at our relationship and had strong suspicions it wasn't the first time she'd cheated on me, it was just the first time she was caught.
I was already in a bad mood from seeing how much money Megan had, finding Cassie here did nothing to improve it. I took a few deep breaths and worked on calming down before talking to Megan. I didn't want to chase her away, only find out the truth. "I could use some coffee, what about you?"
"Okay," she replied with a smile.
We walked into the kitchen and started making it. "She's very beautiful."
"As they say, it's only skin deep," I replied. "I don't want to talk about Cassie, I want to talk about you."
"Me?"
"Yeah, you; I never did buy that story about you walking on a dark road at two in the morning just to get to the next town, and your strong reaction when I said I was going to call for an ambulance made me believe you were running from someone or something, most likely the cops. Now, you can either be honest with me and tell me where you got all that money, or I can hand you over to the police and let them deal with you... which will it be?"
"She was right, you are a prick."
"All right," I said while pulling my phone from my pocket, "the police it is."
"No, wait... please." I looked at her. Her eyes were clouding over and she was near panic.
"Then tell me... and no bullshit this time."
She was starting to cry. "You're... you're going to kick me out when I tell you," she mumbled.
"Try me."
"Okay, you're right, I stole it from the gas station I was working at. Remember when I told you I've traded sex for things I needed? Well, I needed a job. One night, I stopped at a Texaco station to use the restroom and saw a help wanted sign on the door. Carl, the night manager, first said 'No way.' I really needed that job and started to beg. When he saw how desperate I was he said I could have it if I gave him a blowjob.
"I worked four-to-twelve with him. There was another guy who worked with us until ten o'clock but it was just Carl and me after that. A couple nights after he hired me he told me to go in the store room with him just after closing. I thought he wanted help with something but he closed the door and told me to pull my pants down or I was fired. Almost every night after that, he'd bend me over one of the shelves back there and fuck me.
I'd worked there almost two weeks and still hadn't gotten paid. Then, one night, he told me he had something special in store for me. He said he was going to butt fuck me. I waited until he went into the washroom then grabbed what I figured they owed me from the register and ran as fast as I could. That was the night before you hit me.
"Now that you know I'm a thief I'll leave but please don't call the cops. I couldn't stand to be cooped up in a cell," she said as she dried her eyes with the heel of her hand.
"I'm not about to call the cops and I'm not kicking you out. There's probably a warrant out for your arrest though; we'll have to figure out how to deal with that later but not right now. Right now we have to figure out different sleeping arrangements. I can't sleep on the couch every night, my back was killing me when I got up this morning."
As soon as I said it, I thought sure she was going to give me that look again; she was bound to figure I meant we were going to sleep together, especially after the story she just told me. I looked at her but that suspicious glare was absent; maybe she was finally starting to trust me. The question was... could I trust her?
"I'll sleep on the couch," she almost yelled. She saw my face scrunch up and knew I didn't like that idea. "John, I've slept on park benches, on the ground, and on sidewalks, believe me, the couch will be like sleeping on a cloud for me."
"Are you sure?"
"Absolutely!"
"Well, okay, but just for the time being--until I can figure out something better." I must admit, it felt really good to sleep in my own bed again.
The following day, I was nervous about leaving her alone in my apartment; although she was still limping a little so I doubted that she'd be able to carry much to a pawn shop.
I used my lunch hour to scout around and see if anyone was looking for help and found a couple of prospects. The best was with a ladies' boutique shop. They sold all kinds of trendy clothes for young women, the kind of clothes I could picture Megan wearing. Sheila, the manager, and I passed the time of day a few times so I stopped in and told her about Megan. She didn't say yes or no but had some questions.
"John, if she's homeless, where's she going to live?"
"She's staying with me for the time being." I didn't want Sheila to think there was any hanky-panky going on so I clarified, "Right now she's sleeping on my couch but I'm going to fix up a regular bed for her in the basement. It's finished and almost like a little apartment down there."
"You trust her?"
"Yeah, I do; she's had a lot of hard knocks so far in life, but I think she's an honest person who just needs a break." I didn't mention the stolen money and prayed it didn't bite me in the ass later.
"How long before her ankle is healed?"
"Ah, I'm not sure; it seemed to be better already."
"You think she'll be okay by next week?"
"I think so."
"Okay, have her come and see me a week from Thursday; that should give her time to get better, any time after we open is fine. Just have her ask for me. I'm not making any promises but I'll talk to her."
I thanked her about three times and then realized I was going to be late getting back from lunch. Thankfully, Dave Star, owner of Star Photo, where I worked, was a decent guy. He gave me a look and then glanced at the clock to see I was ten minutes late but didn't say anything.
I was nervous as hell while driving home after work. I had never left a stranger alone in my house before and was second-guessing myself as to the wisdom of it. She had no phone and the only one I had was my cell so I couldn't even call to check up on her; would I walk into an empty house, or maybe be missing some of my camera gear? I took a deep breath as I pulled into my drive. I'll know in a minute, I told myself.
Walking in, I was pleasantly surprised by the smell of something cooking. I made my way to the kitchen and saw Megan bending over the oven. "Hi," she said, smiling up at me, "I timed dinner pretty good, didn't I?"
"Where'd you get the food?"
"I walked to the grocery store. I used your cane so I couldn't carry much back, just enough for dinner. Do you know all you have in the freezer are TV dinners? Hell, I ate stuff from garbage cans that was more nutritious than that crap."
"It smells good," I remarked with a smile.
"It's baked pork chops with potatoes and sweet corn. I got some apple crisp for dessert."
"How'd you know when I'd be home? I didn't think to mention it when I left this morning."
"I looked it up on your computer, Star Photo, right? It was the only photography place I could find in the mall. It said the hours today were from nine to five. I know that you left at eight-thirty so I guessed you'd be home around five-thirty. Everything's almost ready, you want to set the table?"
Clever girl, I thought, but then if you lead the life she's led, I guess you'd have to be resourceful.
At dinner, I told Megan about her upcoming interview the following week. "But, I don't know anything about sales," she told me, half in a panic.
"In a store like that you don't really sell, just learn the merchandise, be nice, and help the customers find what they're looking for."
"What... what if she doesn't hire me, will you be mad?"
"Of course not. She said she wasn't making any promises so if she doesn't hire you we'll find you something else, that's all."
"It's... it's just that you're the first person who's been nice to me and hasn't demanded something in return, so I... I don't want to disappoint you, that's all."
"Megan, I think it's about time you got a break in life. I'm giving you an opportunity, all I ask in return is that you do your best to take advantage of it, that's all. You do that and you'll never disappoint me."
"I'm not a fool, John. What you're giving me is way beyond just giving me a break, it's the chance for a new life and I won't blow it, I promise."
Inwardly, I hoped she was as sincere and dedicated as the vibes she was giving off; I guessed only time would tell.
Over the next several days, while rehabbing her ankle, I was able to get Megan to talk a bit. She told me she never knew her father. According to her mother, she was the result of a one-night stand. In addition to being a slut with more boyfriends than you could count, her mother was also an alcoholic who had been in and out of the drunk tank on a regular basis. On the occasions she was in, Megan would stay with her aunt but she had reached the end of her rope when she was sixteen. Her mother was convicted of assault with a deadly weapon against one of her boyfriends and sentenced to eighteen months. Megan took off on her own and never looked back.
For the last three years, she did a lot of things she wasn't proud of to survive, but despite everything, she had a moral compass. It had been compromised on many occasions but it was there; I could see it in her face as she talked.
The only ID she had was a social security card. She had no driver's license, no state ID, she didn't even have proof of being born. She did know the county and state where she was born so we sent off for a copy of her birth certificate.
By the end of the week, I felt a lot more comfortable with her staying in my house. By Sunday she was walking pain-free and with no limp. She had been cooking all week so Monday, I took her to Applebee's for dinner.
The next day at work, I walked by the boutique on my way back from lunch and noticed Sheila standing near the entrance talking to a customer. Everything about her was stunning, her hair, her make-up, and the clothes she wore made her look like she'd stepped off the page of a Vogue Magazine. It occurred to me that nothing Megan bought at those resale shops was suitable to wear for her interview, and as pretty as she was, she could use some help in the hair and make-up department as well.
I knew for a fact, she had a couple hundred dollars left from the money she stole. I hated to have her use it but I couldn't afford to buy her what she needed. The hair and make-up was also a problem. Tammy Dryfus owned the beauty salon in the mall. From Tuesdays through Fridays, Dave and I worked together shooting portraits in the studio but on Saturdays, I ran the studio by myself while he and his wife, Phillis, shot weddings. I knew Tammy's shop did the hair and make-up for a lot of the brides and I knew she was very expensive. That night, I opened my laptop and showed Megan the style of clothes she'd need for her interview.
The following day was Wednesday. It was a late day for most of the shops in the mall. The studio was open from nine in the morning till nine at night. Dave would open and work until five. I came in at one and worked till closing so I had my mornings free.
Megan and I were already waiting outside the mall when they opened the doors. She was a little nervous and wanted me to go with her but I had something else I had to do first. I told her I'd catch up with her later.
As Megan headed for the first boutique she saw, I headed toward Tammy's salon. She was in the back so one of the hairdressers told her I was waiting to speak to her. "Hi, John, want a permanent?" She asked with a chuckle.
"Hi, Tammy, no I'm hoping you can help me with a problem. Can we talk in private?"
She looked at me a little strange but had me follow her to the back. I told her about Megan and offered to do free advertising photos that she could display in her shop in exchange for basic hair and make-up. "John, it wouldn't be fair to my girls. Did you see any empty chairs out there?"
"No, they were all filled."
"Exactly, all my girls have their cosmetology licenses and they all make good money. I give them twenty percent of what they bring in, but on top of that, they get tips. Depending on what the customer has done, their tip can be anything from ten dollars to as much as a hundred bucks. How do I tell one of them that she has to stand aside while I take over her chair for two or three hours?"
I knew it was a long shot but I was still disappointed. "Yeah, I see the problem. I just thought I'd ask. Thanks anyway, Tammy." I turned and started to walk away but she stopped me.
"Hold on, John. Can you have her here at seven o'clock tomorrow morning?"
"Yeah--absolutely," I gushed.
"Come to the back door and knock. I'll work on her until we open, how's that?"
"Tammy, that's great. It'll also give me more room to take the pictures. I'll shoot them in color and blow them up to eleven by fourteen. I'll even put them in frames for you."
"Okay, but don't be late. Two hours isn't a lot of time to do a full makeover."
"We won't be late, Tammy; thanks again." Now, I thought, hopefully, Sheila hires her so this isn't all for nothing. I took off in the same direction Megan was headed and caught up to her in the third place I looked. She was with a salesgirl who was helping her find a top.
She gave me a big smile as soon as she saw me and dug into one of the shopping bags in her hand. "What'd you think?" she asked, holding a short blue skirt up to herself.
"Beautiful."
"I read somewhere that salesmen should wear blue ties because it makes them look honest and trustworthy, so I figured if it works for men, why not women? Now I'm trying to find a pale blue blouse to go with it."
The sales girl pulled a top from the rack and held it up, "What about this? It would look really hot with that skirt."
Megan held her hand behind the fabric, "I couldn't wear that, you can see right through it."
"Yes, that's the point. You wear a blue bra under it. It's stylish and sexy but you're still fully covered."
Megan looked at me, "What do you think?"
"Well, she's right about it being sexy but I don't think it'd be appropriate for a job interview."
"You're right, maybe I'll get it and wear it if I get the job."
"Ah, don't forget, you still have to get a pair of high heels; you should get some pantyhose too."
"Yeah, you're right." She looked back at the salesgirl, "I'd better stick with something a little more conservative."
She didn't find anything she liked so we went to three more places before she settled on a beautiful powder blue blouse that went perfectly with the skirt; by that time, it was approaching noon and she still had to buy shoes. "Megan, I have to be at work in an hour..."
"Oh, John, I'm so sorry, I'll hurry up..."
"No, no, there's no need to hurry, the stores are open til nine. I was going to suggest we have lunch in the food court, then I'll go to work. You take your time and come to the studio when you're done. I'll get an Uber to take you home."
I knew she'd rather have me along but I wasn't doing anything but standing around and watching her shop anyway. We got some food at sat down at one of the small tables. She was eating so fast, I thought she was in a hurry because of me. "Megan, slow down, you've got plenty of time."
She looked a little embarrassed, "I'm sorry, John, I'm just so excited; this is the first time I've ever been shopping in a mall before."
That was almost inconceivable to me. "You're kidding."
"No, whenever I went with Mom, we always went to Walmart. Since I took off, I've gone inside some malls to warm up in the winter but I never bought anything."
"I wondered why you seemed nervous before. I'd say you've got the hang of it, though, wouldn't you?"
"Yeah, I guess."
"You don't need me, Megan, you're doing fine; just take your time and don't let anyone talk you into buying something you don't like."
"Oh, I won't, and thanks again, John."
"You're welcome, Megan." I glanced at the time on my phone. "I've got to get going. The studio is right over there," I said while pointing in its direction. "Remember, I'm there until nine o'clock tonight so take your time and come to the studio when you're done."
"Okay, I will."
When we finished eating, she went one way, and I went the other. It was about three-thirty when she stopped in. Dave was in the front and called me from the back when she came in. I was busy so all I had time to do was arrange for an Uber. I apologized for not being able to talk and left her with Dave before returning to the studio in the back where I had a client waiting.
By the time I finished with the portrait, Megan had left. Dave was still in the reception area. "That's the homeless girl you were telling me about?"
"Yeah, did you get a chance to talk?"
"Yeah, she was here about twenty minutes. She's a doll; you're telling me you're not tapping that?"
"She sleeps on the couch, Dave."
"Damn, man, you're a better man than I am, but then according to her, you sit on the right hand of God. All she talked about was what a great guy you are."
"I just felt sorry for her and thought maybe I could help her out, that's all."
That night, I reminded Megan that we had to be at the beauty shop at seven so we had to get to bed early. The next morning I was up at five. I let Megan sleep while I took a quick shower but shook her awake before packing my car with equipment. I took two lights with different modifiers and a reflector. It would have been nice to be able to use the studio lights but they were restricted to the premises. Megan and I grabbed a quick breakfast and were standing at Tammy's back door at five-till.
I saw Tammy smile when she saw Megan. "Oh, honey, this won't be bad at all; you're adorable. I love those cheekbones. Come on inside and take that first chair." It took me a couple of trips to bring my gear inside. By the time I was set up, Tammy was explaining what she was going to do, including a light trim of her hair to even it out and get rid of the split ends. I started doing what I do and photographed every aspect of Megan's makeover.
The two hours were almost over by the time she finished. I had been so intent on taking the shots, I wasn't really paying attention to the progress until she was done and I stopped to look. "Jesus, Megan, you are stone-cold gorgeous."



Tammy swung the chair around so she could see herself in the mirror. "I... I... Tammy, you're a magician."
"I can only work with what's already there, Megan. You're a very pretty girl."
I looked at my phone, "Damn, it's almost nine; I have to open the studio." Megan helped me carry my gear so I made it just in time. My first client wasn't due until ten-thirty so I had time to shoot the final shots of Megan in the studio and not have it interfere with business. She looked so damn pretty, I took way more shots than I needed for Tammy's advertising photos. When we finished, she used our dressing room to change into her new clothes. When she walked out, I almost creamed my pants. "Damn, Megan, maybe you should try modeling."
She chuckled, "Oh, yeah, right--me a model. I just hope I get the job at that boutique. I'm so nervous I'm liable to pee my pants."
"Don't do that," I chuckled. "Just be yourself, you'll do fine."I looked at the time. "It's a little after ten, you should head over there."
"Yeah, I'm going to take the long way around; the walk will help me calm down and I can get used to walking in these shoes. I was wearing them around your condo but I'm still a little wobbly. I've never had a pair of high heels before."
"Well be careful, don't twist that ankle. Sheila knows you hurt it so if you're a little wobbly she'll think it's because of your ankle. Come on back after the interview and let me know what she says, then I'll get you an Uber home."
"Okay," she said while leaning over and kissing me on the cheek. She smiled when she saw the surprise on my face. "Thanks again, John." With that, she headed out the door; Dave walked in about five minutes ahead of our first shoot so it quickly became business as usual.
I was getting concerned when noon rolled around and Megan hadn't come back yet. I knew she didn't have much money left so I didn't think she'd be shopping. I pictured her sitting in a ladies' room, crying because she didn't get the job, and hoped I was wrong. I hung around for a little while but I was getting hungry. Dave noticed I hadn't left for lunch yet and asked when I was going.
"I was going to wait for Megan. She went on that job interview but I thought she'd be back by now and I was going to buy her lunch. I'm going to run to the food court and get something to bring back. If she comes in while I'm gone, tell her I'll be right back, would you?"
"No problem," he commented.
Dave left for lunch when I finished mine and I was really getting concerned. I was planning on going over to the boutique to ask when she left as soon as Dave came back around two o'clock.
I had just started to tell him I'd be gone for a little while when I heard the front door open. I looked up and saw Megan charging me. She threw her arms around my neck and gave me a kiss smack dab on the lips. "I got the job," she shouted as she broke her lip lock. "I start on Monday."
"I never had a doubt," I remarked through my grin. "Why are you so late, I was going to buy you lunch."
"I'm sorry, John, Sheila took me to lunch. We went to some place called Fridays something."
"TGI Friday's?"
"Yeah, that's it. I think Sheila likes me. I did just what you told me, I tried just being myself and was straight with her."
"Well, congratulations, we'll have to go out and celebrate." It was one of the few times I brought out my credit card; I just can't afford those interest rates, of course, I didn't tell Megan that.
I had already ordered some cheap frames from Amazon for Tammy's ad photos. Sunday, Megan watched over my shoulder as I imported the photos into Lightroom to select which ones I wanted and get them organized and then into Photoshop for the final touch-ups. She also helped with the framing. I had one extra that I had taken in the studio to see if Dave wanted to hang it in the showroom; if not, I'd hang it up in the condo.
Megan was so nervous Monday morning at breakfast she literally had tears in her eyes. "Why are you crying, you should be excited."
"I... I am excited; I'm just really nervous too. I want so much to be good at this, I want to make you proud of me."
"Megan, I'm already proud of you so forget about me, just do your best. That's all Sheila or I can ask." I didn't want her to know, but I was almost as nervous as she was. I also wanted to see her succeed.
When we got to the mall, I drove her around to the back door of the boutique and wished her good luck. She leaned over and gave me a peck on the lips along with another 'thank you.' When I saw she was safely inside, I drove around and parked where I normally do. It was my day off so Dave was surprised to see me until I showed him the shot of Megan. I asked if he'd like it to display in the showroom. He went apeshit over it, told me it was good work, and said he was going to get a better frame.
Next, I took as many of the ad photos as I could carry over to Tammy's salon, leaned them against the wall, then went back to my car for the rest. By the time I returned, Tammy, along with the rest of the girls, had much the same reaction as Dave.
At the end of the day, I drove back to the mall and parked behind the boutique to wait for Megan. I saw Sheila come out and had to ask, "How'd she do?"
"Pretty good; she's a little shy to start but she'll do just fine. She might be a little while; I told her to pick out some clothes and I'd take the money from her paychecks a little at a time. She can't wear that same outfit every day. One of the other girls stayed to help her pick something out."
"I can't thank you enough for what you're doing for her, Sheila."
"Well, you were so sincere when we talked, I figured she must be something special. When I talked to her, I could see it too. I know she's been stepped on her whole life, but despite the hard knocks she's taken, she's a sweet young lady. I have a feeling I'm going to be the one who benefits from this deal.
"Listen, I have to run but thanks for the new hiree."
When Megan finally came out, she couldn't stop talking. She was astonished by how nice everyone was, especially Sheila. She had her just watch the other girls for most of the day but let her wait on a customer just before closing. She made a two-hundred-dollar sale and was practically giddy over it. Later that night, she modeled the clothes she bought. Damn, she looked good, but even with her twenty percent employee discount, I figured she'd be paying for them for months.
The next day, after dropping Megan off, I went to work and was surprised to see Dave had already bought a nice frame and had Megan's portrait front and center on the wall. I didn't think he'd had time to do it during the day so he must have done it after closing.
When he walked in shortly after ten, Megan was our main topic of conversation. He couldn't understand why I hadn't made a move on her. "Dave, I want her to know there are people in this world who don't have an ulterior motive to be kind."
"Yeah, I get it," he acknowledged, "but damn..."
At the end of the day, I had just locked up and was on my way to go out the back when I heard someone tapping on the door. I turned ready to tell whoever it was that we were closed but saw it was Megan. As soon as I unlocked the door, she rushed into my arms and planted much more than a peck on my lips. "I made four sales today and sold over fifteen hundred dollars of clothes and things," she told me as she came up for air. "I've made over two hundred and fifty dollars in two days. I have no idea how I'm ever going to thank you for all this."
My first thought was damn, if she kept that up she'd make more in her first week than I made after working for four years in the studio. By the end of the week, she proved me right. Her commission tallied a little over eight hundred dollars, about thirty dollars more than my salary.
Saturday, after dinner, she asked what I thought at the time, a strange question. "John, I know you take a shower every morning but do you ever take baths?"
"Ah, once in a while, if I've had a stressful day I like to soak in a hot tube, why?"
"Just curious."
After clearing the table and putting the dishes in the dishwasher, I went down to the basement. I wanted to make a print of Megan and hang it up on my wall. After about twenty minutes, she came downstairs and took my hand, "Come with me." I really wanted to stay and finish what I was doing but didn't argue. She took me into the master bathroom where she already had a hot bath drawn, highlighted with candles flickering in the corner.
"I put some of that bath oil in the water too. It's really good for the skin. Enjoy," she said before closing the door as she left. Well, what could I do? She went through so much trouble, I wasn't going to waste her efforts. I stripped down and slipped in. The water was perfect. I leaned back and closed my eyes. It was so relaxing, I almost felt like I could fall asleep when the door suddenly opened, and in walked Megan.
I sat up in shock. "Megan, I'm naked," I almost yelled.
"How else am I going to wash your back?" She sat on the tube behind me and started gently rubbing my back with a washcloth. It felt so good, I almost forgot about our circumstances. When she was done, she rinsed my back with the bathwater.
"How's the water, still hot enough?"
"Ah... it's cooled down a little," I replied.
I was so embarrassed when she walked in front of me to add more hot water. I was so hard the tip of my cock was peeking above the water. She pretended not to notice but her small smile gave her away.
She added more hot water and tested it with her hand. "Now, don't go away, I'll be back in a minute." I wondered what else she had up her sleeve and noticed she didn't even bother closing the door as she left. A couple of minutes later she returned with one of the folding trays we sometimes used to sit and eat dinner in front of the TV, only instead of dinner, she had a bottle of wine and two glasses. She set everything up beside the tub then stripped and stepped in. She sat down facing me and stretched her long legs out on either side of mine then slid forward until my toes touched her pussy. I was still trying to process what was going on but something told me to curl my toes. "Mmmmm," she hummed through a big smile, "this is so nice."
I leaned back again and closed my eyes to enjoy the moment. "MM-HMMMM," I replied.
"John, I don't want to sleep on the couch anymore."
I would love to say I was so debonair that I came up with a really clever and romantic response, but all my muddled brain could come up with was, "Okay." Luckily, I still had some condoms left from Cassie.
I'm not sure what I expected; I guess because she told me she had traded sex when she had to, I thought she'd be an expert in the sack but it was just the opposite. I sucked her nipples, kissed my way down her torso, and licked her pussy until I couldn't feel my tongue any longer... all that and hardly any interaction from her. Then it hit me, it was most likely the first time she was having sex willingly; in the past, she had been simply used for sex.
I had worked on her for almost an hour before I could feel her joining in. She was making noises and grabbing at the sheet when I finally slipped inside of her. When I started to thrust, I saw her eyes open wide and stare into my face like she was seeing me for the first time. "Oh! Oh... O... Oh my God," she screamed. Suddenly her head flew back and her whole body tensed up as she arched her pelvis upward.
I had been holding back for a while but her orgasm was my cue and I launched into my own. We both just lay there for several minutes as we waited for our bodies to return to some form of normalcy. "I... I had no idea it could be like that," she told me. "Can we do it again?" And so we did, only that time she was more than a willing participant, she turned into a tiger.
From that night on, there was no question as to where Megan would sleep. We had sex every night and woke up in each other's arms every morning.
A couple of days after we started sleeping together, Megan's birth certificate came in the mail. When she saw it she laughed, "Evidently, my birth was such a non-event for my mother, she forgot the date. All these years, I thought my birthday was September fourth and it's actually August twenty-eighth--Jesus Mom!"
I could see the sadness in her face; clearly, she still had feelings for her mother. When I saw her eyes starting to cloud up, I walked over and put my arm around her. "Honey, alcoholism is a disease, she's sick, and I know it's hard, but you can't really hold her accountable for her actions. She must be out of prison by now, have you tried to contact her?"
"No, she'd just try to talk me into going back and I can't live like that again. I could never go back to that."
My parents were super great people and raised me with love; I couldn't imagine what kind of childhood Megan had and I certainly wasn't going to push her to get in touch with her mom if she didn't want to.
"Well, here's the good news," I said, trying to change the atmosphere. "We can now get you a driver's license; with that, you can open a bank account."
"There's one problem, Honey..."
"What's that?"
"I don't know how to drive. I've never had anyone teach me."
I never even thought of that but it made sense. "Okay, then first I'll teach you to drive... THEN, we'll open an account. How's that sound?" She didn't answer with words but rather a big kiss with a lot of tongue.
We went to the DMV for her learner's permit then headed for the lonely country roads of the farmlands. In a month, I had her driving to work, a couple of weeks later she had her license and I helped her open her first savings and checking accounts; by that time, she had paychecks totaling over eight thousand dollars. I was right about her making more than me. There was still one more thing that had to be done... get that warrant for her arrest lifted.
I was hoping that if whoever owned that gas station heard Megan's story and she paid back the money, they'd cancel any charges they had against her. I talked to Megan and she was more than willing to pay the money back plus any fines that were charged.
She told me the name of the station and it's location so I did some digging and learned it was owned by a corporation who also had fourteen more. In my research, I found a newspaper article that reported the robbery... only, according to the sleazeball manager, it was two armed guys who came in at closing time and got away with over three thousand dollars. The article said they must have cased the place because they knew enough to hide their faces from the CCTV cameras. There was no mention of Megan or her theft of the three hundred plus dollars.
"So, there's no warrant for my arrest?"
"I guess not; it seems like one hell of a coincidence though, that the place gets robbed the same night you made a break for it. It says the robbers hid their faces from the cameras; you think that manager could have set it up, maybe called a couple of buddies to do the job?"
"I wouldn't put anything past him... in fact, I'll bet I know who he called. There were to guys who used to come around with a six-pack and they'd go in the back room and drink. They probably split the money three ways."
Unfortunately, Megan couldn't remember their names, and even if she did, we had no proof. "So, it's up to you, with no warrant there's no reason to pay back the money if you don't want to."
"No, I still want to pay it back. I only took it because I hadn't been paid and I figured they owed it to me but I'm no thief." Megan went to her bank and got a cashier's check for what she stole and sent it to the corporate CFO alone with a full explanation for why she took it, the rapes she suffered at the hands of the night manager, and her suspicions concerning the robbery. I drove her to the next town over so the postmark wouldn't reveal her location and watched her drop in the mailbox.
"So, how do you feel? Do you feel good because you were able to pay it back or do you feel like a sucker because you didn't have to?"
"Oh, no, are you kidding? It felt great."
"Good, I was hoping you'd say that." I took her out for dinner to celebrate.
As time went on, I could see changes happening with Megan. She was maturing quickly. I don't think she ever had time before, she was always too busy just trying to survive. She and the girls from the boutique, including Sheila, became good friends and she was learning from them the art of being a woman. She also befriended Tammy from the salon and a few others who worked in the mall.
There were other changes too, changes between us. Our nightly sex was becoming more passionate. We were slowing things down and spending more time on foreplay. I'm not quite sure when it happened but our sexual romps turned into lovemaking.
Unbeknownst to me, Megan had looked at my license for my birthday and surprised me with a present. Even covered with the wrapping paper, it wasn't hard to see it was a book, a large, heavy book. I laid it on the table and started ripping the paper. I exposed the title first.
"Have you heard of him before?"
"Helmut Newton?" Yeah, of course; Newton, Irving Penn, and Richard Avadon revolutionized fashion photography in the fifties and sixties." I unwrapped the rest of it. "Honey, this must have cost you a fortune." I knew exactly how much it cost; I'd seen it in the bookstore at the mall, it was two hundred dollars.
"You're worth it," she said as she kissed me. "Happy Birthday."
I thanked her and started looking through the book.
"He has a few pretty graphic pictures in there, a lot of nudes."
"Yeah," I replied, "he was called the 'King of Kink.'"
"Is he still alive?"
"No, he was killed in a car crash years ago."
"Oh, wow, that's really a shame. In the back, there are thumbnails of his work with a little story behind them. He has one picture that sold at an auction for three-quarters of a million bucks, do you believe that?"
"Yeah, I believe it. He's one of a handful of photographers whose name will go down in history, Honey." Megan pulled a chair around to sit beside me while I turned each page. When we got to a page with his photo called, "Dressed and Naked," she almost yelled...
"That's it, that's the photo that sold for all that money."
"Yeah, that's one of his most famous. It ran in a French magazine and pretty much started his career as a fashion photographer."
"Figures; only the French would publish that in a magazine... Hey, why don't we do that?"
"Do what?"
"Do some nudes like that; you be the photographer and I'll be the model."
"Honey, no one's going to pay big bucks for one of my photos, not even with you as my model. You have to be a big name to get money like that. No one's ever even heard of me."
"Maybe not yet but you have to start someplace, right?"
"Megan, I wouldn't even know where to begin."
"How about if we start a website? Sheila sells more clothes on her website than she ever does in the shop. We need to make the pictures look really artistic somehow, something that a young bachelor or even a woman would be proud to display on their wall... and we need to make them big, not just eight by ten like you print. That picture of Newton's was huge--bigger than life."
"What about you? Won't you be embarrassed to have your nudes on the Internet for everyone to see?"
"Not if they're in good taste and artistic; look at those girls," she said, indicating the women in the book, "do they look embarrassed?"
"No, but they're professionals, they probably got paid big bucks for that."
"Well, if it works, we'll both make big bucks. Come on, what do you say, the worst that can happen is we don't make any money."
I knew there were other photographers selling "Fine Art Nude," photos and making money at it. I gave out a small sigh, "I guess we could give it a shot." Megan jumped from her chair and into my lap, threw her arms around my neck, and slipped her tongue in my mouth.



The next day, I talked to Dave. He had been a professional photographer for over twenty years and I wanted his input. He was fairly positive about the idea but warned me against using his studio for shooting any nudes. I assured him I would never do that. We talked a little more and he gave me several ideas for content and marketing.
Designing a website wasn't a problem, I was pretty computer savvy and knew how to use the free software programs to make it look good. What I was mainly worried about was how to distinguish my stuff from every other Tom, Dick, and Harry out there doing the same thing.
Using Dave's suggestions, I went to the library and checked out several books on graphic design. I was looking for flow, swirls, twists, and curves, things I could incorporate while using Megan's luscious body and different lighting techniques. I rearranged my basement home studio to give me a little more room and made some do-it-yourself props.
I went over some of my ideas with Megan and explained how I would light her poses to simulate different designs in human form. She couldn't wait so we started to experiment.
For both of us, it was a new experience. I had seen Megan naked every night for months but to have her in front of my camera felt like I was painting the Mona Lisa. Megan was over the moon when she saw them on the computer and said she felt so special having pictures taken of her like that.
For the next three nights, we'd grab a quick bite to eat then shoot till it was time to go to bed. By the time we hit the sheets, we were both so horny, we'd make love until dawn. At the end of the week, we had over two hundred keepers; from which, we selected fifteen for the website and online store. Again, acting on one of Dave's suggestions, we made a couple of short advertising videos for YouTube and Instagram.
For over a month, the website sat dormant. We had a bunch of views but no sales. We were starting to lose hope.
Unfortunately for us, Megan couldn't get Sunday and Monday off like me. Two of the other girls with more seniority had Mondays so Megan had to settle for Wednesdays off. I was in the back room of the studio loading my last portrait session into Lightroom when I heard the phone ring.
"I got it," Dave yelled from up front. "It's for you, John, it's Megan, she sounds excited; she's on line one."
I picked up the phone, "Hi, Hon, what's up?"
"We just made our first sale," she excitedly screeched into the phone.
"We did; which one?"
"Number eight."
I had to think for a few seconds before remembering which shot was number eight. "What size?"
"A thirty by forty."
To keep things simple, we only offered canvas prints in three sizes. Each print was gallery-wrapped so it could be hung with or without a frame. The thirty by forty was the largest out of the three sizes. I couldn't believe someone had paid twelve hundred dollars for one of my photographs. Unfortunately, it wasn't all ours; we had to pay the printer but we still made out great.
"Honey, I think we should pick another fifteen and rotate them."
I wasn't real keen on that idea; it was hard enough picking out the first fifteen. "Already?"
"Yeah, Hon," she replied, still with excitement in her voice, "we've have several hundred views. If they go back and see that we've changed them already, it might convince them to buy when they see one they like rather than wait and take a chance it might not be there the next time they look."
It sounded like a good idea. "Okay, we'll go through them tonight after dinner." Whether it was Megan's idea about rotating or just that more people were finding the site, I don't know, but we sold two more over the next three weeks and five more over the following two months.
Things were going great between Megan and me; so great in fact, I was starting to think about the long term. Hell, it was almost like we were man and wife anyway. She was pitching in with expenses and the money we made on the nudes was going into both of our savings accounts.
I splurged for Megan's birthday. She'd never had a party so I gave her one. I invited all of my friends, her friends, and our friends. Thank heavens the complex had a large open area in back of each condo because there was no way we could have fit all those people into my little place. She received a lot of nice gifts but I waited until later that night to give her mine. It was the most money I'd ever spent on a gift for anyone but it was well worth it when I saw her face light up as she opened it.
"Oh, Honey, this... this is so beautiful... I... I... "
"Now, don't cry," I told her when I saw her eyes starting to glisten. "It's a Peridot; it's your birthstone. Those are small diamonds surrounding it. The earrings match the necklace."
"It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen," she blubbered. I helped her with the necklace and she put the earrings on and looked in the mirror. More tears flowed as she turned and threw herself into my arms.
That night our lovemaking was even more special, the sex was secondary to the touching, caressing, and kissing. We finally fell asleep in each other's arms.
About a week later, I closed up the studio and drove around to the back of the boutique to pick up Megan. I noticed she seemed a little nervous when she got in the car. She leaned over and kissed me but it felt a little apprehensive. "Is something wrong, Honey?"
"No, Hon, why do you ask?"
"You just seem a little on edge."
"Ah, well, there is something I want to talk to you about but it can wait until after dinner."
That sounded a little ominous and I wondered if she had bad news of some kind. "Are you sure you want to wait? Now, I'm nervous."
"Don't be nervous, Honey, it's not that big a deal, honest. It's just something I have to ask you, if you say no, that'll be the end of it."
As soon as we were done eating, I cleared the table, poured us both a cup of coffee, then sat down at the kitchen table opposite Megan, "Okay, we're done with dinner, spit it out; what's up?"
She looked scared, "I... I just don't want to hurt your feelings."
I was starting to lose my patience, "Megan... "
"Okay, okay, would you mind if I did some modeling for another photographer? It would probably only be one time..."
I started to laugh, "That's it? That's what all this was about? Jesus, Megan, you had me scared."
"Why, what did you think I was going to say?"
"I didn't know but not that. Of course, I don't mind, as long as it's legit. Unfortunately, there's a lot of guys out there who think they're photographers and try to talk pretty women into posing for them; so, tell me what happened? Who's the photographer?"
"Well, his name is Matt Everly. He's the one who shoots all the photography for Sheila's website. He came to the shop today to talk to her about the spring fashions. They were in the back room so I didn't hear their conversation but she must have said something because he walked right over to me on the way out and asked if I'd be interested in modeling for the shoot. He said the job paid scale but I have no idea what that means."
"It means even though you're not signed up with any agencies, he'll pay you as if you were. I'm not sure but I think scale is about forty bucks an hour. Are you going to be the only model?"
"Oh, no, there's always a bunch of different girls. Where's your laptop, I'll show you."
"It's on the coffee table."
She was so excited as she rushed to get my computer. She opened it and showed me the website. "Well, I don't think we have anything to worry about, did you tell him you'd do it?"
"No, I wanted to talk to you first."
"Honey, go for it. When is the shoot?"
"I'm not sure but soon. I heard him tell Sheila he had the entire wardrobe collection so he could start anytime."
With my blessing, Megan retrieved the photog's card and called him. He had the shoot scheduled over a two-week period. She arranged her first session for the following Wednesday so she wouldn't miss work. That gave me a few days to help her with posing.
By Wednesday evening, I was starting to get a little worried. I had no idea of the photographer's shooting schedule but I had been home from work for a couple of hours and still hadn't heard from Megan. It was almost nine o'clock when I heard a car drive up. I rushed to the window and saw her step out of the passenger's door. I couldn't see who was driving but Megan thanked them and came running in my direction. She came bursting in the door like a tornado.
"Well, " I chuckled, "judging by that big grin, I'm guessing you had a good time."
She threw her arms around my neck and forced her lips against mine without saying a word, not until finally breaking the kiss. "I had SO MUCH FUN. I don't think I've laughed so much in my life; the other girls were a riot. I can't believe I'm getting paid for this."
I was happy for her, she deserved to have some fun in life. "You must be tired, that was a long day for you."
"Are you kidding, I'm so pumped all I can think of is jumping your bones; besides, it wasn't that long. Sheila showed up about four and watched. We shot until five-thirty then she took all us girls out to dinner."
"So, is this it now, or do you go back?"
"I have to go back two more times. Unfortunately, I can't schedule them on my days off again. I'm going back next Monday and again next Thursday, that'll be the last day of shooting. I hate missing work and it's going to cost me money but, honestly, I can't wait to do it again."
When Thursday came around, she left the house as excited as ever. She got home a little after six. "So, was it still as much fun as it was the first time?"
"Oh, yeah, maybe even more so because I got to know the other girls better. What would you say if I told you Matt asked if I'd model for some other shoots?"
"Honey, you seem to enjoy it, my only concern would be Sheila. She gave you a break and you're making great money, I'd hate to see you throw all that back into her face by not showing up when she expects you."
"Oh, I'd never do that, Hon. I wanted to talk to you first but I'll talk to her tomorrow and see what she thinks of the idea. I was thinking maybe I could work four days a week instead of five. That would give me two days a week for modeling."
"The problem is, Hon, Everyly's not going to be able to schedule jobs around your timetable. If he calls you, he's going to expect you to be there."
I could see the wheels turning as she thought that over. "Yeah, you're right; maybe I should talk to Matt again before I even bring it up with Sheila."
"I think that's a good idea," I told her. "You'll have to make him understand you're only available on certain days. I don't know how much flexibility he has to schedule work but at least he'd know when to call and when not to call.
That Saturday, she was all smiles again when I picked her up after work. "I talked to both Matt and Sheila, in fact, they both talked to each other. I'm going to be off Wednesdays and Thursdays. That way, if we don't finish a shoot on Wednesdays, we can finish it the next day. What do you think?"
"Honey, if you're happy, I'm happy."
Things were really looking good. For Thanksgiving, we made the three-and-a-half-hour drive to my folks' place in Michigan so I could introduce Megan to my parents and my sister. She was so nervous, I thought she was going to throw up in the car. I kept telling her not to worry but she didn't calm down until actually meeting them. They all loved her, and after a little while, Megan felt like one of the family.
When we drove up there for Christmas, Megan couldn't wait to see everyone again.
Our "Fine Art" prints were selling well and our savings was growing so we splurged on Valentine's Day. We both took a couple of days off from work and spent a three-day weekend in Galena, overlooking the Mississippi River. We spent our days as tourists and our nights making love. It was the kind of weekend that made you start thinking about having kids and growing old together.
By the end of March, the days were warming up, so was Megan's modeling career. In addition to Everyly, she was also working with two other photographers; one of whom, Randal Sharp, was a well-known commercial photographer and had an outstanding reputation. Because of this, he didn't like working with non-agency models. Megan had a look he really liked so he made an exception in her case but was pushing her to sign with an agency.
It was about two o'clock in the morning when I collapsed on top of her. She wrapped her arms around my neck and hung on while we both recovered from our second round of monkey sex for the night. As our breathing gradually returned to normal, Megan turned her face toward my neck and lightly nibbled on my ear lobe. She knew all my erogenous zones and that one sent me into the stratosphere. I was just starting to wonder if we were going to get any sleep when she whispered in my ear, "That's just a precursor to what's in store for you tomorrow night."
I smiled, "promises, promises."
I was ready for some sleep but she was still wide awake and wanted to talk. "What do you think about me signing with a modeling agency?"
"I think it'd be a bad idea," I replied.
"Really?" she questioned in shock. She propped herself up on her elbow and looked at me, "Why?"
"Honey, so far you've been able to schedule your modeling jobs either on your days off or at least far enough ahead that you can give Sheila ample warning if you need to take off. You won't have that luxury if you sign with an agency.
"Honey, an agency's job is to promote their models. They spend time and money doing just that; in response, they expect you to go where and when they say. If you turn down jobs because they don't fit your schedule, they'll drop you and label you as hard to work with.
"If you sign with an agency, you'll have to quit Sheila and devote yourself to modeling full-time. Is that what you want to do?"
I expected her to give me a resounding, 'No' but she took a few seconds to answer and then surprised me.
"I... I don't know. I don't want to let anyone down, especially you and Sheila but I love modeling. It's always something new and exciting, and the people I meet on shoots are a lot nicer to me than most of the customers in the shop."
"Randy says I should raise my rates to one-twenty-five and hour. If I did that, I'd probably make more money than I do at the boutique."
"Hon, Randy is a commercial photographer. He works with ad agencies; they're the ones who pay you, not him. I doubt if independent photographers like Everyly will be able to afford rates like that."
"You don't want me to do this, do you?"
She was right, I didn't want her to do it, but if it was something she really wanted to do, I wasn't going to try and hold her back. "Hon, it's not that I don't want you to do it, I want you to do what makes you happy; I just want you to know what you're getting yourself into, that's all.
"I only know a couple of full-time models and they're constantly running around with very little time for themselves. I also know there are photographers they love working with and others they despise and hate working with, but they have to do it anyway so it's not ALL fun and games.
"You'd also have to buy a car. You won't be able to rely on Uber all the time."
"Hmmm, okay, you've given me a lot to think about. Let's get some sleep, Hon. I love you," she said before cuddling up and closing her eyes. I thought, 'get some sleep,' sure easy for you to say; my mind was twisting like a twig in a tornado.
I had met all three photographers she was working with and had absolutely no worries with any of them. In fact, Megan and I had gone out to dinner with Everyly and his wife on a couple of occasions.
If she signed with an agency, I'd have no idea where she was or who she was working with. It would also cut down on the time we spent together. I wondered if she considered that; no more driving to and from work together or meeting for lunch in the mall.
Something else crossed my mind too; I didn't like it but I couldn't help but worry. She once told me she had to trade sex for things she wanted, would she do it again if she wanted a particular modeling job? It's certainly not unheard of, there are hundreds of casting couch stories out there. I was ashamed of myself for thinking that way but with her background, well...
At that moment, I was her hero, her Superman--would I remain her hero if I talked her out of modeling full-time or would she always wonder what could have been and start to resent me for holding her back? I heard Megan's cute little snore and thought, thanks a bunch, you're off in dreamland while I struggle with a nightmare.
By morning, I knew what I was going to do... nothing. I already pointed out some of the negatives the night before; from that point on, there wasn't much more I could do, the decision had to be hers, which is exactly what I told her.
I'll say this, it wasn't a decision she was going to make lightly. She did her homework. Over the next month, she must have talked to thirty or forty other models, some of whom worked with an agency and others who worked freelance. She also talked with several of the agencies and a few other photographers. It wasn't until I saw her looking online at used cars that I knew her decision.
Later that night Megan poured us each a glass of wine and asked if we could talk in the living room. "John, I know you saw me looking at used cars earlier so you've probably guessed what I'm about to say..."
"You're going to model full-time."
She looked into my eyes, "Please don't say it like that, Honey. I know it will cut down on our time together but, Hon, if I don't do this, I will wonder what I missed for the rest of my life. We'll still be together. Most of the other models I talked to are happily married and still get to spend time with their husbands, some even have kids.
I could tell how excited she was by her voice, yet she had such a worried look on her face. "Oh, John, please don't be angry with me, I..."
I couldn't help but give her a big smile and chuckle. In a little less than a year, the young girl I ran down with my car had evolved from a homeless street urchin to a beautiful, sophisticated young woman about to take on the world of professional modeling.
"Honey, I am SO proud of you."
The worried look suddenly turned to joy, "Really?"
"Of course, Hon. Do you have any idea how much you've matured since I first ran into you," I asked with a smile.
She laughed, "Since you first ran into me?" She seemed to think back to that night for a second. "You know, I still remember thinking as I felt your car bump me, 'What next?' The way my life had been going, I didn't even expect you to stop. It turns out that bump was the luckiest moment of my life. I have no idea where I'd be tonight if it wasn't for you. I owe you everything."
She leaned in and kissed me... gently, with affection, not lust. "I'll never be able to repay you for what you've done for me."
"Reciprocation is not required, Hon; however, I am feeling a little horny." That got me a laugh and a full night of lovemaking.
She bought a used car, a phone, and gave Sheila a month's notice. To say that Megan's modeling career was meteoric would be understating it. Within six months she was one of the most sought-after talents in Chicago. She had also taken a couple of gigs in New York and one in L.A. I was no longer worried about her having to trade sex for any particular job; ad agencies sometimes offered HER perks just as an incentive to take an assignment.
As busy as she was, Megan always had time to stop by the studio now and then between jobs. We still had lunch together sometimes and she was always home at night except when she traveled. When she could, she also stopped by the boutique and the beauty salon to visit. She never forgot the people who gave her a break, she even still posed for Everyly once in a while on the sly and at no charge.



For the next eighteen months, things couldn't have been better. I'd never seen a happier person than Megan; the smile never left her face and the passion with which she made love was unparalleled as far as I was concerned; again, I was thinking of marriage. Then, almost overnight, her demeanor changed. She seemed nervous and worried. I asked if something was wrong a couple of times but she said it was something she had to work out.
I was beginning to think a man was involved. Was she falling for someone else? She struggled for almost a month before approaching me one night after dinner. Just like the night she told me she wanted to model, she poured us each a glass of wine and requested we sit in the living room.
"John, would you ever consider moving overseas?"
"Overseas, like England or France, you mean?"
"Specifically, Paris, Honey, I have an opportunity to model full-time there."
My heart sank like a rock. There was no way I wanted to leave my parents and all my friends to move to Paris; hell, I didn't even know the language. "When did this come up?" I asked.
"About a month ago. I got a call from Ford's Modeling Agency. They told me their Paris branch was searching for someone my look. Honey, this is the big time. I'd be working with world-renowned photographers and modeling for companies like Cartier and Armani."
She was so excited her face glowed as she spoke.
"Honey, with your talent, I have no doubt you'll develop a reputation of your own. I'll bet you'll be famous in no time. We... we could be a power couple."
I'm sure she saw the lack of enthusiasm in my face. "It wouldn't be forever, Hon. Right now I'm hot as a pistol but looks change, styles change, hot models today are the has-beens of tomorrow. "Honey, I know this would be a giant move but please think about it, please."
I knew there was no way I could make a move like that but I said I'd think it over and I did. Just like Megan loved what she did, I also loved what I did. It wasn't glamorous and I'd never be famous but I loved the look on someone's face when they'd see their portrait for the first time. I loved the accolades I got from clients and the reputation I was building. I was good at what I did, damn good, but if thrown up against photographers like Skrubneski and Lindberg I'd be swallowed up like a guppy in a shark tank.
My prodigy had outgrown me. I remember reading one time that if you really, really loved a bird you'd never clip its wings and keep it in a cage, you'd let it fly and live the life it was meant to live. I knew that as much as it hurt, it's what I had to do.
For the next week, Megan had been walking around the house like she was in a daze. I knew she was waiting for my answer and I wasn't going to torture her. This time it was me who poured the wine. We sat on the couch and each took a sip. "Honey, I just can't do it; I can't leave the life I've built and go to Paris, I'm sorry."
I watched as she forced a small smile, "That's okay, Honey, I kind of knew you couldn't do it. I'll call Ford's tomorrow and let them know I'm not going."
"You'll do no such thing," I stated.
"Honey, I'm not going without you. I love you, I don't want to be without you."
"Do you remember what you said when you told me you were going to start modeling full-time?"
"I... I think I said a lot of things, I don't..."
"You said you had to do it, if you didn't you'd always wonder what could have been; we're at that same crossroads again, Honey; if you don't do this you'll always wonder what you missed. Life is for living, Honey, and I'm not about to stand in the way of you living yours. You go, take Paris by storm just like you did Chicago."
Her face scrunched up and the tears started to flow. She lunged at me and hung on like she'd never let me go. I could feel my own tears sliding down my cheeks. It was early evening but there was nothing left to do but make love. We took our time and shared our love over and over, physically and emotionally. There was something in the air that night, I never saw Megan come so many times or so hard. I was hard as nails almost all night and came four times myself before falling asleep with my love wrapped in my arms.
The next day she called the Ford's Agency and made arrangements. They found her a small apartment right down the street from the Moulin Rouge. They told her Toulouse-Lautrec lived just a few doors down the street.
The night before she left, we went to dinner at Plato's Place, one of the finest restaurants in Chicago, then went home and made love until it was time for her to go. Saying goodbye at O'hare was the hardest thing I ever had to do. After watching her plane take off, I got in my car and started for home but only made it as far as the first parking lot; I pulled over and cried my eyes out for an hour.
I told Dave a couple days earlier that I wasn't sure I'd be in. I knew I'd be in bad shape. I moped around the house for a couple of hours but finally went in around noon. I had to get my mind off of things.
Driving home that night to an empty home was like driving to my own funeral. I had never felt so hollow inside. It took all my willpower to keep from breaking down again. What good would it do? It wouldn't bring her back. I had to get used to being without her.
I'd been home for about half an hour when my phone rang. My heart almost leaped from my chest when I saw it was her. "Hi, Honey!"
"Hi, Babe, how's my man?"
"Missing his woman, how's Paris?"
I heard her chuckle, but she sounded tired. "I haven't seen much of it yet. I did see the Eiffel Tower from the cab. I can't believe I'm actually here, Hon."
"You sound tired."
"Yeah, I'm beat. It's one o'clock in the morning here. I have to try and get some rest. The agency is sending someone over about nine to help me move into the apartment and show me around a little; as tired as I am, I'm so excited I don't know if I'll get any sleep."
"Okay, Hon, I'll let you go for now but call me when you get a chance, okay?"
"Of course, Honey." I heard her yawn. "I'm sorry, Hon, it's not the company, believe me," she joked.
"I know, you get to bed and dream of me; I know I'll be dreaming of you tonight."
"Good night, Babe, I love you."
"I love you too, Honey, sweet dreams."
It felt good to hear her voice but the euphoria didn't last long. I felt so all alone.
The next day, Dave and I were going over some images on the computer when my phone buzzed. I looked at the picture and read the text. "Dave, look."
"Is that the real Moulin Rouge?"
"Yeah, Megan says she shot the picture from her balcony. The modeling agency set her up with an apartment."
"Wish you were there with her?"
"Of course, I do, but I'd never make it over there, Dave. You know yourself, with Ford as her agency now, she might be based in Paris but she'll also be globe-trotting all over for shoots while I'd be stuck trying to make a living. It'd never work, Dave. I'd rather have my memories.
As days turned into weeks, the seven-hour time difference proved to be a problem. Between it and her constant work schedule, we'd send each other text messages but rarely did we get a chance to talk with each other.
One day, while eating lunch in the food court, I found out Megan was also keeping in touch with Sheila. She sat down at my table and we had a nice talk. Megan had just come back from a shoot in Rome and Sheila knew all about it. Evidently, she received the same pictures and text messages I did. I'm not sure why but it made me feel good to know I wasn't the only one Megan corresponded with.
A few weeks after our talk, Sheila looked excited as she hurried into the studio with a magazine in her hand. "Have you seen this?" She asked, holding it up so I could see it.
It was Megan on the cover of Vogue. The title was, "Women of the World Wear Vuitton." In the lower corner, it said, "Cover by Annie Leibovitz."
I heard Dave mumble, "Holy Shit," from behind me.
I took the magazine from Sheila's hand to study it closer. Damn, Megan looked incredible.
"She misses you like crazy, you know that, right?"
"No more than I miss her but it can't be helped, Sheila. I'd never stand in the way of her career."
"You could go for a visit." She looked over my shoulder, "What about it, Dave, you could do without him for a week or two, couldn't you?"
I had thought about it. The fine art prints were still selling well so I easily had enough money socked away, and I had more than enough vacation time built up. I looked over at Dave. He looked at his phone to check his schedule.
"I have weddings this Saturday and the next. I have nothing scheduled for the one after that so I could work here that Saturday. If you want to take off, I'll tell Phillis to make sure she doesn't book anything."
I walked over to our appointment calendar. "So, I could leave on Sunday and come back the following Sunday or Monday. I wonder what her schedule would be?"
"Call her and find out," Sheila almost dictated.
I looked at my watch; it was almost two o'clock--around nine o'clock in Paris. I took out my phone and hit the speed dial. It was good to hear her voice. I congratulated her on the cover and asked if she knew her schedule three weeks in advance.
Her squeal was almost deafening, "Are you coming over?"
"Just for a week." Another scream almost shattered my eardrum.
"Honey... Oh, wait a minute, that's... " She sounded disappointed and I knew she remembered a previous engagement. "Oh, Honey, I just thought of something, this will be even better..."
"What will?"
"Honey, you can meet me in Tortola."
"Where's that?"
"It's in the British Virgin Islands. I've never been there but some of the other models tell me it's absolutely gorgeous. I have a three-day shoot scheduled there but we'll still have the nights together and after the shoot, we'll stay for the rest of the week, how's that sound?"
My heart was pounding to the excitement in her voice. "It sounds like pure heaven, Honey... absolute pure heaven."
I could hear her actually jumping up and down as she squealed again. "I can't wait to see you," she screamed.
I'm not what you'd call a seasoned traveler but I was ready to endure any degradation airport security threw at me. Luckily, it wasn't that bad. Once on board, I nervously sat back in my seat and mentally prepared for the seven-hour flight knowing Megan would be at the end of my destination.
When I checked in at the hotel they had a note for me. Megan had already started her shoot but made arrangements for me to be driven to the location if I wasn't too tired. As my cab approached, I saw a shooting crew of seven or eight people, not counting three models. Everyone was surprised when Megan took off running in my direction as soon as she saw me and left everyone hanging. She jumped in my arms and peppered my face with kisses. God, it was great holding her in my arms again.
After lamenting how badly we missed each other, Megan took me by the hand and walked me down to the beach to meet everyone. Evidently, Megan told them I'd be coming because they seemed to know my name and a little about me. One of the other models asked where my grey suit with the big red "S" was. "I may have embellished just a little," Megan chuckled.
That night we had dinner in an outdoor restaurant by the sea before making love for the rest of the night. The entire week was like a dream. We swam in the ocean, went snorkeling over beds of coral, and made love every night. It was as if I was living someone else's life; of course, the problem with living someone else's life is that eventually you have to return to your own. Saying goodbye to Megan was even worse than when she left for Paris. The only salvation was her promise to come home for Christmas. I'd always hated winters in Chicago but I was looking forward to that one.
When she did come home, I think my folks were as happy to see her as I was. She stayed until after New Year's before returning to Paris. I was almost getting used to those airport goodbyes, but I'd never get used to the loneliness I felt after she left.
Within a few months she got another cover, that time it was Elle, then another two in rapid succession, Vanity Fair and Cosmo. The frequency of phone calls and text messages started to decline around the same time. It took longer than I had anticipated but I was losing her. I never fooled myself, I knew the day would come when she decided on Paris.
I couldn't blame her; she was hobnobbing with the rich and famous, traveling to exotic locations, and becoming world-renowned in her own right. I wondered if five years down the road, anyone would believe me if I told them the world-famous model, "Megan," once lived with me? I doubted it.
I'd still get text messages from her, just not as many as I had previously and they didn't have the same exciting tone to them. It was obvious she was losing interest; maybe she had a lover.
I expressed my suspicions to Sheila one day over lunch. She assured me it wasn't true but didn't really convince me. I was falling into a funk... getting depressed, I needed to start socializing. I hadn't had a date other than with Megan since I bumped into her. I started thinking about Michelle; she was a real cutie who worked in the food court and always flirted with me whenever I saw her. A couple times I thought of asking her out but just couldn't bring myself to do it.
Over the next couple of weeks, I had a hard time concentrating. I couldn't keep going the way I was. I thought, over time I would get used to being without Megan and it would get easier, but the truth was, it was getting harder. I started thinking about moving to Paris but was it too late? Had I already lost her?
That's the question I kept asking myself as I went to bed that night. I'd obviously have to find out for sure before moving. I thought of calling her but it seemed like too important of a question to ask over the phone. No, I'd fly to Paris for a couple of days and ask in person. I kept reminding myself about the bird in a cage but the thought of losing her forever was devastating. I finally fell asleep on a wet pillow.
When I awoke to the alarm the next morning. As usual, I was on my right side, facing the clock. I opened my eyes and immediately started to plan for my trip abroad. I'd have to work it out with Dave then call...
Something was off... it felt as if someone was in bed with me and was pressed against my back. I pushed back slightly and sure enough, someone or something was in bed with me. I didn't have a dog... who the hell?
Cautiously, I slowly turned my head and looked over my shoulder. Was I dreaming? I thought I must be. I blinked my eyes a couple of times and was thinking about pinching myself but then she spoke...
"Hi, Honey--surprise," she added with a chuckle.
"Are... are you real?"
"Yes, Honey, I'm real. If you need convincing, I can give you a blow job."
To Hell with the blow job, I just wanted to hold her. I turned and wrapped her up in my arms. It felt so good we just lay there for a while enjoying the feeling of each other's bodies.
All kinds of things ran through my head. Was this our last hurrah? Was that what it was about? She came to me before I had a chance to go to her. I wondered how long we had together. "How long can you stay?"
She looked into my eyes, "How long do you want me to stay?"
"Hah," I chuckled, "forever."
"Okay, done."
I looked into that beautiful smiling face, "No, really, how long?"
"My dearest, darling man, I've had my place in the sun; I've proven to myself that I'm worthy of living a happy life. Now it's time to live that life... with you if you'll have me."
My brain was spinning like a pin-wheel in a hurricane. "You... you mean you'd quit modeling?"
"No, I still want to model, but like I did before, here, in Chicago. I talked to Ford but they didn't want me anymore if I wasn't going to travel so I called Lainey's to see if they'd take me back and they jumped at it."
"Are you sure, Honey?"
"Can we get some breakfast, I'm starving."
"Yeah, of course."
She checked the closet and smiled when she saw her old robe was still hanging there. "Why don't you grab a shower while I go make breakfast."
I jumped in the shower and was almost bursting at the seams at the turn of events. By the time I was dressed, Megan had bacon and eggs cooked for both of us. We sat down and gave each other a big smile. "Honey, you asked if I was sure; yes, I am completely sure. I can't even tell you how much I've missed you over the last three years. I've been to some of the most beautiful and exotic places on earth and all I could ever think about was how much I wished you were there with me.
"When I was here last Christmas, it really drove home what I was missing. Honey, growing up, I was taught by my mother, and to some extent, by my aunt, that I was less than nothing. When you're a kid, crap like that sinks in, it makes you question everything you do and everything that happens to you. I was never so happy in my life as when I was with you, but in the back of my mind, I always wondered if I deserved to be that happy. I knew it wouldn't last if I wasn't deserving. I had to prove to myself that I was worthy, Paris helped me do that, but now I want to come back, I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I pray you feel the same way."
I couple days later, I took twenty grand out of my half of the money from our fine art print sales and purchased a ring. I still had plenty to pay for a wonderful two-week honeymoon without touching her half of the money. It took me two weeks to find the right place and time to propose. Dave and Phillis shot the ceremony and reception at no charge as a wedding present. We spent the following two weeks in Paradise, also known as Hawaii.
As time progressed, Megan and I couldn't have been happier--at least that's what we thought until Ariel was born. She was the spitting image of her mother and the light of our lives. To celebrate, we bought a three-bedroom home on an acre of land.
Five years later, Dave retired and handed the studio over to me. Megan still models but only part-time; even so, she still makes more money than I do. We both have brand new luxury cars but Megan won't part with my old Chevy. It sits in its place of honor in the back of our garage and she has told Ariel the story of how we met a couple of times.
My dad always said, "Without the bad times, we wouldn't appreciate the good times." Megan and I have had our share of both but it was all worth it.
The End.
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Prologue: A few years ago, chloeTzang introduced a theme for Mike Hammer inspired stories called, ""Hammered: an Ode to Mickey Spillane"." Last year, I very much enjoyed writing my entry, "Double, Double Cross," so when she announced a repeat this year, I was all in.
In last year's story, I introduced my main character as Blake McDaniels, Private Investigator. I received a number of comments suggesting I do more stories using the same character, so this story picks up where "Double, Double Cross" ends.
I do reference a few items and characters from that story but you don't have to read it to understand this one, "After the Honeymoon" stands on its own.
I would also like to thank blackrandl1958 and GeorgeAnderson for their editing and proof-reading skills.
I hope you enjoy the story and you know I always love those comments.
Thank you.
After the Honeymoon
I'd only been back from my honeymoon for a week and had just started looking for new office space. The temperature outside was still hot enough to fry eggs on the sidewalk, but I did manage to replace the small window air conditioner with one that worked.
The guy sitting across my desk from me looked like a typical corporate big shot, with thinning hair and a small pot belly from sitting at his desk too long. His name was Jason Enright, and I could tell at a glance his suit was tailored and the Rolex on his wrist was no knock-off.
"I think I've waited long enough," he said in anger. "It's been more than two weeks since my house was broken into, and as near as I can figure, the cops haven't done a damn thing."
The truth was, in a city the size of Chicago there were more than three hundred home burglaries every week, and they were hard as hell to investigate because your average fence was not about to incriminate himself. If the stolen property was worth real money, it had already changed hands in the first twenty-four hours and was out of the state by the time the cops had their morning coffee and donuts.
"Mr. Enright, I'm not going to take your money. After two weeks, the chances of me finding your property are slim to none."
"You won't even try? I read the story in the paper and figured any PI who could bring down the state's Lieutenant Governor can find my mother's pendant. That's all I really want back, they can keep the rest; it's insured, but I can't replace the pendant."
"How much is it worth?"
"Not much at all, it's just one of those cheapo cameo things. That's what's so strange. It was in the wife's jewelry box along with her everyday costume jewelry; the stuff looks real enough but it's just paste. Anyone who knows anything about jewelry would spot it was fake. None of that stuff was touched, they just took the pendant, that and about five hundred thousand dollars worth of real jewels that they got from the safe."
"All right, let me make sure I have this straight. The thieves took half a million bucks worth of jewelry from your safe and a worthless pendant that was in your wife's jewelry box."
"Exactly."
I had to admit, that did seem a little strange and piqued my curiosity. "You said it was your mother's pendant; is she still alive?"
"No, she died years ago of cancer. My dad is also dead. I have a brother and two sisters so I let them divvy up everything after my dad passed, but I always remembered mom with that pendant; I don't ever remember seeing her without it. Dad gave it to her on their first anniversary, so I took it for sentimental reasons. I'm pretty well off, more so than my siblings, so I let them take everything else. That pendant meant a lot to me, and I'd really like to get it back."
"Did your siblings give you any flack when you kept the pendant?"
"No, I don't think they have a sentimental bone between them. They wasted no time after my dad passed; they sold his house, his car, the furniture, his tools, even the yard equipment."
"How do you get along with them?"
He scrunched up his face and tilted his head to one side, "So--so, I guess. None of us are what you'd call close. If you're thinking one of them did it, though, I'm sure you're off base. None of them would have the guts or the know-how."
"Are you sure?"
"Oh yeah, my whole house is wired into a security company. When the alarm is set, any breach to get in or movement in the house alerts the guards and they come running. Whoever broke in must have hacked into the security company's computer system and bypassed it. The cops said they were real pros. They searched every room in the house until they found my wall safe."
"How was it opened?"
"How?"
"Yeah, did they blow it, chisel the dial off, how'd they get into it?
"It doesn't have a dial, it's a touchpad. They drilled two holes in the door. The cops said they had special tools. Once they had the holes drilled, I guess they reached in and unlocked the mechanism that way."
"Have you heard of any other homes in your area being broken into?"
"Not that I've heard," he replied.
No one likes losing a family heirloom, but I was still trying to decide if I'd take the case or not. The time-lapse would make it almost impossible to recover anything, and even though the guy had plenty of it, I wasn't about to take his money under false pretenses.
"Even if I did find your pendant, it would cost you a lot more than it's worth," I told him.
"I don't care, I can afford it; outside of a few pictures, it's the only thing I have left of my mother's."
I took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. Even with the odds stacked so high against me, the little voice inside my head said there was more to the theft than meets the eye. "I'll make a few inquiries but I'm not making any promises. If I decide to take the case, I require a five-thousand-dollar retainer and a signed contract."
"That's no problem, Mr. McDaniels. I'll give you a check right now," he said while reaching into his inside pocket for his checkbook.
"Okay, go ahead and write the check, but I won't deposit it unless I think I can get results." I reached into the top right drawer of my desk. "Here's the contract; take as much time as you need to read it then sign on page three." He only skimmed parts of it before signing. I took out a legal pad of paper.
"Now, write down the names of anyone and everyone who's been inside your house in the last couple of months. Don't leave out anyone even if you think they're above suspicion or insignificant. If you don't know their names, write down who they work for."
"Ah... I... I'll need my wife to help with this. She's home most of the time, I'm usually in the office; I mean, I know we have a lawn service that comes out every week, and a woman comes on Mondays and Thursdays to clean the house, but I don't think they'd be responsible for something like this."
"Just the same, I need the name of anyone who might have had access to your house. For someone to bypass your alarm, they first had to know the system and the name of your service. For them to know how to break into your safe, they had to know the make and model. Leaving clues to indicate they searched the house was just for show. They knew exactly where it was and what tools they needed to open it. That means the thief was inside your house before the break-in; it could have been days, weeks, or months before."
"Does your wife go out during the day when workers are around?"
"Oh, I'm sure she does. Between her friends and all the charities she volunteers for, she's always on the go."
"Does she set the alarm when she leaves?"
"I... I have no idea."
"Okay, find out. Also, do you have an automatic door opener for your garage?"
"Ah, yeah, why?"
"It's an easy way for burglars to get into the house. Make sure you always set your alarm when you go out, even if you're only going to be gone a few minutes; that's all the time someone needs to get in and be waiting for you when you get back."
"Shit, okay. I'll get together with my wife and see if we can come up with a list."
"Good, in the meantime, I'll get started on my end." He signed the contract and left the five-thousand-dollar check before leaving. I put both in a manilla envelope and stuck it in the back of my file drawer.
When it came to burglaries, I had a couple snitches that usually had some good info to sell for a C-note. I caught up with Lefty in the alley next to the Biograph Theater where the Feds gunned down Dillinger. "I don't know much, Blake; I do know it was a one-man operation."
"Do you know if he's local?"
"Yeah, I think so, but he's not any of the usual suspects."
"You know anything about the pendant they took? It's not worth anything but sentimental value to my client. Any idea why they'd even bother with it?"
"From what I heard, that's what he was after. The rest of the stuff was just icing on the cake."
"Are you sure? That doesn't add up; according to the owner, it's worth practically nothing. The real ice he got away with was worth almost five hundred big ones."
"That's what I heard, Blake."
"Okay, Lefty," I said, holding a C-note out to him, "if you hear anything else get it to me on the double, will you."
"You know you can count on me, Blake."
After leaving Lefty, I went in search for Jimmy. I checked in his usual haunts but couldn't find him. No one seemed to know where he was, either. I finally gave up and headed for Plato's for a quick one before going home. I hadn't seen Stan, my favorite bartender, since my wedding.
"There he is, the newlywed," chuckled Stan as I walked in. "How's married life... again?" he asked with a smile.
"You missed out, my friend; you should have grabbed her when you had the chance."
"Shit, Blake, I never had a chance with Stacy, not with you around. You were always her main guy, even after the divorce. Somehow she always knew you guys would get back together," he said while setting a cold Michelob in front of me. "You going to make it work this time?"
"That's not up to me. It's up to her, but I think so. She was the one who wanted the divorce. She said she just couldn't handle worrying about me all the time. I loved her to death and always tried to convince her my work wasn't all that dangerous, but she knew better. She finally gave me an ultimatum, quit as an investigator or divorce. As much as loved her, I couldn't see myself selling shoes for a living."
"So, what makes you think it's going to work this time; you're still the worst PI in the city."
I laughed. "She says she can handle it this time. She has a friend whose husband is a fireman. I guess she gave Stacy some tips on how to handle the stress; besides, we've been divorced for several years and I still do what I do; she's probably used to it by now."
"Well, I wish you both the best of luck. I think she's going to need it." I laughed again, but there was some truth to what he said. The first time Stacy and I were married everything was great for the first two years, then I wound up in the hospital with a thirty-eight slug in my left shoulder. The jack-ass doctor told her a few inches lower she'd be a widow.
That started our downfall. Every time I got involved with another case she'd beg me to drop it. It got to the point where she demanded I quit and get a nice "sane" job, hence, her ultimatum and our divorce.
She tried to move on; she even dated Stan, my favorite bartender for a while, but neither of us could get over one another. We continued to see each other, and sometimes dated, for almost six years until she proposed.
The finder's fee from my last job gave me some wiggle room financially, so I could be more picky with the jobs I took; mostly I investigated corporate espionage or embezzlement. On the way home, I was debating whether I should tell her about the new case; I knew she'd ask. I've never lied to her and decided I wasn't going to start. I guessed it would be our first test case.
She had already started dinner when I walked in. I loosened my tie and tossed my fedora onto the hat rack in the corner before following my nose to the kitchen. Stacy, with a long meat fork still in her hand, reached around my neck and kissed me.
"I smell Michelob," she said after our lips parted, "how's Stan?"
"Jealous," I replied. "He's kicking himself for letting you slip through his fingers."
"Aww, poor Stanley, we'll have to find him a nice girl."
"What do you mean, we?" She smiled that beautiful smile of hers.
At dinner, she asked the inevitable, "So, what have you gotten yourself into this time?"
"What makes you think I'm into anything? I don't get a case dropped in my lap every day you know."
"Darling, you may THINK you have a poker face, but I can read you the minute you walk into the room."
Well, I thought, so much for keeping secrets. I told her about the case and why it interested me. I also told her I still wasn't sure if I was going to take it or not.
"My money's on the wife," she told me.
"The wife; why the wife?"
"He's probably stepping out on her. She took the pendant to teach him a lesson; you know what they say about a woman scorned." She took a sip of her wine, then continued. "She's probably thinking about divorcing him and took the jewels to supplement her settlement."
"There's only one fly in your ointment..."
"What's that?"
"She was on vacation with her hubby when the robbery took place."
She thought about that for only a few seconds, "Maybe she has a boyfriend."
I had to admit, it was a solid theory. She could have given her boyfriend the alarm code and he could have learned about drilling a safe from the Internet to throw off suspicions. "Hell, we've only been married for three weeks and you're already thinking like a detective."
"Maybe I should be your partner," she said with a grin.
"Sorry, Babe, I always work alone."
"You won't have to work alone tonight," she said, with an even bigger grin.
"Why wait until tonight; what's wrong with now?"
"Oh, you silver tongue devil, you talked me into it."
We had each other naked by the time we reached the bedroom. I'm well into my forties, but one look at my beautiful bride standing there in her birthday suit and I felt like I was twenty again.
In my work, I am always on guard, I try to stay invulnerable to the actions of others around me, but with Stacy, I stand raw to the world. I have no defenses, I am as vulnerable as a person can be.
Her moans as I gently felt and kissed my way down her body were like a concerto. Her cries of ecstasy as I circled her clit with my tongue made me feel like a king, and bringing her to climax made me feel like a God.
I knew every erogenous zone on her body and lightly pinched, nibbled, and tweaked them all before inserting myself. "Oh, Oh, OH," she cried as I easily slid inside. I pumped in and out until she clawed at the sheets, arched her back and silently screamed out in amatory grandeur. At the same time, her pussy muscles squeezed so hard I came an instant later and collapsed on top of her. I tried to lift myself up so I wouldn't squash her, but she put her arms around my neck and held me in place.
"No, you don't," she gasped between breaths, "you're not going anywhere." We lay like that while trying to catch our breaths. Finally, I felt her relax and I rolled off of her.
I heard her quietly chuckle. "What?" I asked.
She was still breathing a little heavy, "Th... that was intense."
A wide smile stretched across my face, "Yeah," I sighed. We were both spent and huddled together in well-deserved slumber.
The next day, I opened the office, made a pot of coffee, and thought about what Lefty told me regarding the pendant being the real target. If it wasn't worth anything, then the heist had to be pulled by someone who knew how important it was to Enright. Stacy's premise about the wife was looking more feasible all the time, enough so that I decided to shadow the broad for a few days and just see what she might be up to.
I knew he lived in a mansion from the address. I couldn't see much of the place from the road, which also meant they couldn't see my car from the house. I picked a nice cozy spot and settled back in the seat. It was still early, so I was hoping she hadn't left yet.
I had been there about an hour and just about to go around the block so I wasn't too conspicuous when I saw a dark blue Beemer coming down the drive. I slumped a little further down in the seat and waited till she was on the move.
I followed her to the rear parking lot of a church. She went inside through an unlocked back door. A couple minutes later a couple of young men came out. One of them had her car keys and opened the trunk. I watched as they made three trips carrying what looked like twelve large paper bags inside. I drove around to the front of the church and saw a hand-painted sign declaring the food pantry was in the back. This was obviously one of those charities her hubby was talking about.
She was in there for almost an hour, but I thought it highly doubtful that she was up to any hanky-panky. More likely, she was helping to organize the food and store it away.
From there she went to a gym for a little over an hour; after that, she met a couple of female friends for lunch. I was getting hungry myself, so I wandered in behind her and sat a couple of tables away. Unfortunately, the place was pretty crowded and I couldn't hear much of their conversation, but they were doing a lot of laughing.
I was just pulling out of the restaurant's parking lot behind her when my phone rang. I hit the connect button on my dash, "Blake McDaniels, Investigations."
"Blake, it's me, Jason Enright, I have that list you wanted. Sue and I did it together last night. Are you in your office? I can have somebody run it by."
"I'm not in the office right now, Jason; can you scan it to my email address?"
"Ah, yeah, sure; are you working on my case?"
"Jason, I said I'd look into it. I'm still not making any promises, but I do have a possible lead. I need two or three days to see if it pans out. If it does, I may have something for you, if not I'll probably return your check. Right now, I have nothing to report."
I could tell by the tone in his voice that Enright was not happy with my reply. He asked about my lead, but I told him I wouldn't discuss it unless I knew it had some validity. He didn't like that either. He was obviously used to getting his own way.
"Did you ask your wife if she always sets the alarm before going out?"
"Yeah, you're not going to like the answer; she said she hardly ever sets it when she goes out during the day."
"Great, so anyone with a basic knowledge of burglary can come and go as they please."
"Oh, come on now, it can't be that easy."
"Did you tell her what I said about the garage door opener?"
"Yeah, but she thinks you're being a little melodramatic. I made her promise to set the alarm anyway when she goes out."
Somehow, I doubted her promise. Most of the time people who live in bubbles usually need to be shown the importance of things like that.
I continued to follow Mrs. Enright until she returned home about four in the afternoon. During the day, she certainly did nothing that caused any concerns. I told myself I would shadow her for three days, so I borrowed my wife's car the second day so as not to raise the suspicions of nosey neighbors. Again, after tracking her every move, there was nothing; in fact, I was beginning to believe Jason was married to Mother Teresa.
On the third day, I was back in my own car. By early afternoon, I was about to give Mrs. Enright a good Samaritan medal when she changed her routine and started heading out of town. Okay, I thought, this is different; she was headed for the burbs, when for the previous two days she hadn't driven more than a few miles from her house.



I followed her to a restaurant in one of the Northwest suburbs a good twenty miles from Chicago. I followed her in and watched as she found who she was looking for. He stood up and tried to kiss her when she approached, but she turned her head. He looked surprised as she slid into the opposite side of the booth.
As I walked by, I heard him ask if he'd done something wrong. I wished I could just stand there and listen but obviously couldn't. I made my way to the counter, which was too far away to hear what was going on. I watched out of the corner of my eye and could see she was definitely upset. I could see him shaking his head as she berated him for something... a lover's quarrel? That's what it looked like.
The guy must have been a smooth talker, because she seemed to be calming down over the course of their lunch. When I saw him motion for the check, I quickly paid mine and went out to my car. I grabbed my camera with a telephoto lens and waited. He was holding her by the elbow when they walked out. They stopped and talked briefly before he leaned in and gave her a passionate kiss. She didn't turn her head that time, but kissed him right back. Whatever the problem was, it was safe to assume it had been resolved. I shot several photos of them together but I was mainly interested in getting a full face shot of him.
I was ready to shoot a picture of his license plate but as soon as he started to pull out of the parking lot, Mrs. Enright pulled right in behind him. "Shit!" I said out loud. He was in the lead car with the broad behind him and me behind her. He made a right turn out of the lot but she had to wait for traffic before making a left; by that time he was long gone. "Mother Fucker!" Again, I expressed my frustration out loud.
I couldn't show the pictures to Enright... not yet. I didn't want him going off half-cocked and confronting his wife before I was ready. I could go to Lieutenant Reardon, my buddy on the force, and look through the mug books, but I had a better idea... I hoped.
Angelo Broccoli owned an electronics store in the loop. He had the usual consumer stuff in the front of the store but kept the good stuff in the back. Angie is to Chicago what Q is in the Bond movies: a spyware genius. It was getting too late in the day to see him then, but he'd be my first stop in the morning.
Stacy greeted me with her traditional kiss then looked me in the face, "Still no luck in the case?"
I have to say, the ease with which she can read me is a little scary. "Well, I haven't found the pendant, but I'm pretty sure Enright's wife is cheating on him."
"Didn't I tell you?" She chuckled.
"Yeah, but I still don't know if it has anything to do with the case."
The next day, I rang the bell Angie had over the door of his shop as I walked in. "Blake, it's been a few weeks; where have you been?"
"I got married, Angie, spent a couple weeks in Hawaii soaking up the sun with my bride."
He looked surprised, "Wow, business must be good."
"I, ah... I got a nice bonus from taking down the lieutenant Governor last month."
"Yeah, I read about that, but didn't know it was profitable; good for you. Who's the unlucky girl... oh, wait... of course, you married your ex again, didn't you?"
I smiled; it seemed everyone in the city knew we'd remarry before I did. "Yup," I stated proudly.
"So, what can I do you for? Whatever it is, you pay double," he joked.
"Is your facial recognition up to date?"
"You know questions like that are insulting, right?" he said, faking anger.
"Hell, if I'm paying double, I have to at least get in an insult or two," I joked back.
"All right, all right," he laughed, "whatcha got?"
I gave him the SD card from my camera. "I know who the broad is; I need an ID on the guy."
"Come on in the back, I'll pop us a cold one while we wait."
I followed Angie into the back room. He loaded the card into one of his computers, isolated the guy's face, and started the program before getting two Michelobs from his small fridge. "Have a seat, Blake, this could take a while."
We talked about my honeymoon for about half an hour before the flashing faces on his computer stopped on my guy. Angie went over to take a look. "Well, your man's name is Lloyd Burnacki, alias Lyle Burns, and he has a rap sheet." Angie started to read what was on the screen. "He spent three years in the Pontiac pen for defrauding some little old lady out of her life savings."
"You're kidding."
"Nope, he was sentenced to three to five and got out in three for being a model citizen."
"Some model citizen; scum like that should never roam free. It appears he has a new target." God, how I hate pricks who prey on the vulnerable and the elderly. No matter how the case turned out, I wanted to see that guy behind bars again.
"Is he still on parole?" I asked.
"No, his parole was up a couple of years ago."
"I don't imagine there's a current address for him there."
"Not here but the cops might be keeping an eye on him; let me check their database.",
Angie did some quick typing. "You're in luck, my friend, last known address is thirteen fifty-eight York Street in Rolling Hills. It was updated only three months ago, so it should still be current."
"Can you print all that out for me?"
"You want everything?"
"Yeah, his rap sheet, what you have there, and the shots from my SD card."
"You got it."
Well, I had a lot more info than I had the day before, the question was, what should I do with it? I drove up to Rolling Hills to case Burnacki's pad. It was a small duplex, and parked right in front was the dark blue Buick from the restaurant. I jotted down the license just in case I needed it in the future.
I looked around for an obscure place to park where I could keep an eye on the place. There was a strip mall about half a block down. I backed into a parking space so I could see out the windshield and waited.
It could have turned into another two or three-day surveillance, but luck was on my side. I'd only been there a couple of hours when I saw he was on the move. I was sure he'd be a lot more observant than Mrs. Enright, so I held back and tailed him at a distance.
He pulled into a Denny's parking lot and went inside. I waited a minute or so and was about to follow him in, when I saw him approach a woman who was sitting in front of a window. He didn't sit right away, but stood and looked like he was arguing with her. I could guess he was angry over her sitting in front of the window but finally sat down. My luck was still holding.
I grabbed my Nikon and took several shots of them through the window, along with shots of just her. Once I felt I had enough good ones of the two of them, I took out my two-X extender. It doubles the focal length of the lens and makes my three-hundred into a six-hundred-millimeter. I then turned the camera on video and zeroed in.
Their meeting lasted only a few minutes before he got up and left her there. I already knew where I could find Burnacki so I stuck with the broad. When she called the waitress over and ordered lunch, I went inside and grabbed a bite myself. As soon as I was done, I went back out to my car and waited.
When she left, I tailed her to a large office building. I didn't want to lose her so I followed her inside and saw her enter the elevator. I watched as the lights above the door lit up all the way to the sixth floor. I took a gander at the directory in the lobby and saw the entire floor belonged to an insurance company. Hmmm, I wondered, what would someone who worked at an insurance company want with a thief, or was it him who was working her? Hopefully, I'd know the answer shortly, but first I had to go back to Angie's.
I had him run another facial recognition on the broad."Sorry, Blake, she's not in the system."
"Okay, I knew it was a long shot. Evidently, she works for an insurance company." I took out my phone and made a call to Carly Allen. Carly was an extremely talented lip reader, and for a price, offered her services to various law enforcement and government agencies. She picked up on the second ring.
"What's up, Blake? I heard you married your ex again. Now I'm kicking myself for letting you get away."
I laughed; Carly was as beautiful as she was intelligent and could have just about any guy she wanted. I've seen her turn every cop I know into bumbling mush. "Yeah, right," I joked back with a chuckle. "Listen, gorgeous, would you be available? I'm in need of your services."
"Already? Hell, you've only been married for a couple of weeks."
"No, not those services, Doll Face, the less exciting kind," I chuckled.
"Oh, you're no fun; sure, come on over."
I tried to prepare myself as I approached her door. I was a married man, it wasn't nice to get an instant hard-on when looking at other women. I knocked and she opened her apartment door... so much for all my mental preparations. Her cut-off jeans were so closely cropped around her pussy, I swear I could see a few hairs sticking out, and it was obvious from the way her tie-dyed t-shirt was pointing at me that she had on no bra; in fact, I doubted she was wearing any underwear at all.
She gave me her award-winning smile and invited me in. "Do you tease all newlywed men like this?"
She laughed. "Only the ones I like." She offered me a cup of coffee and we got to work. Carly had her computer set up with dictation software so it would automatically record and print as she spoke. I'd have a flash drive and typed transcript when I left. She inserted my SD card and started the video. It opened with Burnacki still nervously looking out the window.
"The woman is saying, 'Will you relax, nobody's watching us.'"
"Him: 'You know I don't like sitting in front of windows.'"
"Her: 'It was the only place that offered any privacy. I didn't want to sit at a table where others could hear us. Sit down, will you, you're making me nervous. Now, did you talk to Clemson?'"
"Him: 'Yeah, but he won't budge over quarter of a mil.'"
"Her: 'That's bullshit; the museum had that thing insured for a million bucks and that was over thirty-five years ago. Tell him we won't settle for less than three-quarters of a million. If he won't pony up we'll find another buyer; he's not the only one who buys Napoleon crap.'"
"Him: 'All right, I'll try but we've got to unload this stuff. The longer we sit on it, the more chances we take.'"
"Her: 'Just make sure you keep fucking little Miss Goody Two Shoes and we'll be fine.'"
"Him: 'Yeah, I had lunch with her yesterday. She was pissed because I took the pendant. She first said she wanted it back but I convinced her she'd incriminate herself if she tried to return it.'"
"Her: 'God, what a twit. Just make sure you fuck her silly so she doesn't get anxious.'"
"Him: 'I will, don't worry, she lives for my cock. I got to get out of here. I'll let you know how I make out with Clemson.'"
Carly looked up at me as the video ended, "That's it, Blake. It sounds like some high-stakes shenanigans going on, be careful."
"I will, Carly, thanks." She started to print the transcript for me. "How much do I owe you?"
She handed me the flash drive and paperwork, "Consider it a wedding present," she said with a big smile; "and tell that bride of yours that I'm happy for both of you."
"I will. Thanks again, Carly. Let me know if I can ever return the favor."
I could hardly keep my mind on my driving as I headed home. I had no idea what I was looking at. They must have been talking about the pendant. Enright said it and the jewels were all that was stolen; nothing was making any sense... thirty-five years ago?
Later that night, I kept reading the transcript over and over, looking for something I missed. I finally decided to meet with Enright in the morning and see if he recognized my two suspects.
We met over coffee and he was anxious to hear of any progress. I removed the 8X10s of the face shots I'd taken and pushed them in front of him. "Do you know these people?"
He looked a little surprised, "I never saw the guy before but the woman is my ex. Why are you spying on her?"
Now I was the one surprised. "Your ex? Why didn't you mention her before?"
"Why would I mention her? She obviously has nothing to do with the robbery. Why were you following her?"
"I wasn't, I was following him."
Enright took another look, "I've never seen him before; who is he?"
"He goes by a few names but his real name is Lloyd Burnacki. He's a peach of a guy who served time for scamming a little old lady out of her life savings."
"What's he doing with Marge?"
"From what I can gather so far, she was the brains behind the heist."
He looked up at me with the same shocked look as before. "I... I don't believe it. Why... why would she do that?"
"For money," I told him. I wasn't about to let him in on everything I'd learned yet. I needed to find out more about what I was involved in. "You said your dad bought that pendant for your mother; any idea where he got it from?"
"Not really, it obviously wasn't new, and Mom figured he bought it at a pawn shop someplace. Why?"
I ignored his question and asked another of my own. "What did your dad do for a living?"
"He managed one of those store-it places; you know, a bunch of storage sheds that people rent. Why?"
"I don't know yet," I told him. "Was he an honest man?"
"Yeah, of course he was."
"Was never accused of anything illegal?"
"No, well, a couple of the assholes who rented sheds accused him of stealing from them, but we all knew it was bullshit. He never stole anything in his life. What's all this about, anyway?"
I didn't trust Enright as far as I could throw him, so I hated to share any more information than I had to with him; again, I ignored his question. "Does your ex work for HWE International?"
"Yeah."
"What kind of things do they insure?"
"Oh, Jesus, just about anything and everything, they're worldwide. Look, I'm not answering any more questions until you tell me what's going on."
"That's all right, we're done anyway. Do not, I repeat, do not contact your ex or mention anything we've discussed to anyone, and that includes your current wife... not if you want your pendant back."
Enright suddenly became animated, "You... you think you can get it back for me?"
If my theory was correct, he'd never get that pendant back, but I still had no proof of anything so... "No promises yet, but there's a possibility." I left him and tried to decide on my next move. I still hadn't talked to my other informant, yet. He hung out with a different crowd than Lefty, and usually had better info on this kind of caper.
This time I found him at one of his usual haunts. "Hi, Blake, I understand you've been looking for me."
"Hi, Jimmy, yeah, where you been?"
"You know better than to ask that," he said a little menacingly.
"Okay--sorry, I'm looking for anything you have on a private property heist about three weeks ago."
"The pendant?"
"Exactly."
"Amateurs... word on the street is that they're still looking for a buyer."
"Any idea what's so special about that thing?"
"The story is, that Napoleon guy had it made for his missus."
"You mean Napoleon and Josephine?"
"Sounds right."
"Oh, come on, are you screwing with me?"
"Blake, you know I'd never fuck you over, man. It was snatched with several other antiques and things from some museum out east a long time ago, before I was even born. The only thing the cops ever recovered was some ancient pot a few years ago in Wisconsin. Some old farmer up there died and they found it in his basement."
"Fuck, the more I learn the more confusing this case gets."
"I wish I could help you nab the guy, he's the kind of shithead that gives us all a bad name."
"You talking about Burnacki?"
"Yeah, that's him. He's real scum. He's a smooth talker, especially with the ladies. His usual MO is scamming them out of their bread. I don't think he's ever been involved in anything like this before; word is, some broad's behind the whole job.
"I'll tell you one thing though, if you're going to try and set him up for a takedown you're going to have to find someone he trusts to set him up. Like I said, he's an amateur and skittish as hell. He gets a whiff of a trap and he'll take off on you. I wish I could tell you more, but that's about all I know."
Damn, I thought, every time I get an answer to one question it creates three more questions. How the hell does a stolen antique wind up in the basement of a Wisconsin farmer?
I was out of informants, but wondered if my old buddy Captain Reardon knew anything about it. I swung by the cop house on my way back to the office and talked to the desk sergeant. "Is he in?"
"Reardon? Yeah, he's back there."
I said thanks and pushed my way through the small swinging gate that led to the back room of detectives and Reardon's office. I looked through the floor-to-ceiling window and saw him pondering over some papers on his desk. I knocked. "Yeah?"
I opened the door and walked in. "Had lunch yet?"
"Who the hell has time for lunch?" he growled without looking up. "I'm not some hot-shot private dick; I actually work for a living." He looked at me for the first time. "What'd you need, Blake, I have about ten mini-crime waves I'm dealing with here."
"You still have to eat."
He sat back in his chair and stared at me for a few seconds. "You know what," he said, throwing his pen on the desk, "you're right, but you're buying." He stood, took his sport coat from the back of his chair, and put it on. "Let's go."
"I'll be code seven at Plato's Place," he told the desk sergeant as we walked by on the way out.
"Yes, Sir."
We sat at a table and waited for the barmaid to take our orders. "So, has Stacy filed for divorce yet?"
"Ha, ha, not this time; this time we're going for the long haul."
"Good, I'm truly happy for both of you."
"Listen, Dan, you ever hear anything on a museum heist out East somewhere around thirty-five years ago?"
He looked at me like I was nuts, "Do I look like an encyclopedia of crime to you?"
I chuckled, "I understand an antique pot was found in a Wisconsin farmhouse a few years ago."
"Oh, that, I don't know much; I know that pot was a two-thousand-year-old Egyptian artifact, originally stolen from the Boston Museum. It was authenticated and returned to the museum, but that's about it."
"Boston... that helps, thanks. I may have a line on something else from that job."
"Really, whatcha got?"
"I don't want to say yet because the circumstances are almost too absurd to believe, but then finding an Egyptian artifact in a farmhouse basement is pretty absurd, as well. Can you pin the date down for me?"
"I honestly don't have time to go through the records right now, Blake. If I remember right, it was in the fall of nineteen eighty-seven, September or October--around there."
"Thanks, Dan."
The SOB wasn't kidding when he said I was paying, he did take care of the tip though. I went back to my office and started putting the pieces together.
I called the Boston Globe, one of the oldest newspapers in the country. I asked how far back did they keep their archives. They told me twenty years, anything older than that was given to the main branch of the Boston Library.
"Shit," I cursed under my breath. I was hoping to bribe someone from the newspaper to find some information for me, but no librarian is going to do it. It looked like a trip to Boston was in my immediate future.
I checked the airlines and found a non-stop flight that left at six in the morning and got me there at nine-thirty. I booked it for the next day with a return flight at six-thirty; hopefully, that would give me enough time to find what I was looking for.
For the second day in a row, I was waiting for Stacy when she got home. Her eyes widened when she came in. "I'm getting to like this," she said with a big smile. She wrapped her arms around my neck for our traditional welcome-home kiss.



"Well, since I'm going to be home late tomorrow night, I thought a night out for dinner and some dancing was in order."
"That sounds great, Honey, but why will you be home late tomorrow night, got a hot date?"
"Yeah, with the Boston library."
"Boston--you've got to go to Boston tomorrow, why?"
"It's where this whole case started. My flight leaves at six, so I have to be there by four-thirty."
"Okay, let me jump in the shower."
"I'll join you; we have six-thirty reservations at the London House. That'll be just enough time for me to scrub your back and any other parts that might need attending to."
We started by washing each other's hair; then Stacy worked up a lather and washed her way down my chest, onto my stomach, and finally reaching her destination... my balls. Damn, that girl knew how to wash my manhood.
I was hard as steel but didn't want to come yet so I slipped behind her, reached around, and soaped up those perfect tits, then slithered down to her hairless vagina. I slipped my finger inside and moved it around; touching those sensitive areas a cock sometimes misses. "Oh, God," she cried as she uncontrollably brought her knees together as she climaxed.
It took her a few moments to recover then turned around, lowered her knees to the rubber bath mat, and engulfed my hardened flesh. She held onto my ass with one hand while messaging my balls with the other. It didn't take me long to explode.
We stepped out of the shower and dried each other off while still kissing one another all over. We barely made the restaurant in time.
While enjoying our meal, Stacy asked about the case. I told her about the Egyptian pot. The story actually caused a temporary halt to her taking another bite of her steak. She stared at me with a slight grin. "You're joking, right?"
"Nope, so help me, it's the truth."
"Who told you that?" Still with the suspicious grin.
"One of my snitches, and Lieutenant Reardon confirmed it."
"Reardon... said it was true? I don't believe it. I still think you're pulling my leg."
"Honey, I'm not joking; Reardon said it was authenticated and sent back to the museum in Boston."
"Blake, how does a two-thousand-year-old pot wind up in a farmer's basement?"
"I have a theory, but right now that's all it is."
"Care to share?"
"Not yet; when I go to the library tomorrow; hopefully, I'll know more when I leave there."
The next morning, I pulled into the short-term parking lot of O'Hare at four-thirty. I found a men's room and locked a stall door behind me. I took off my suit coat and slipped out of my shoulder holster. I stuffed it along with my Beretta, affectionately known as Betty, into a paper bag and set off to find an available locker. Once I had Betty secured, I headed for the departure gate and the boys from TSA.
It was almost eleven o'clock by the time I was led to the archives room of the Boston Library. It was bigger than our whole apartment back home. It took me almost two hours to find the first article on the robbery. It didn't have that much information--just that the museum had been broken into and several artifacts had been stolen.
I continued to search and found a more informative report dated a few days after the robbery. According to the ongoing police investigation, they figured it was pulled off by only two guys. The article went on to list the items stolen and at the top of the list was a pendant that was commissioned by Napoleon Bonaparte and given to Josephine. A third article referred to some of the stolen pieces being insured by HWE International; everything was coming together.
I continued to search to see if they caught the perps but found no mention of any arrest and eventually the story just petered out. I looked at my watch when I finally gave up and saw I had just barely enough time to catch my flight back to Chicago. It was also when I realized I hadn't even stopped for lunch, so I bought some peanuts on the plane. Once back at O'Hare, I reunited with Betty and headed for home.
Stacy was on the couch watching TV when I walked in a little before ten. "Oh, Honey, you look beat," she told me after our kiss.
"Do we have anything to eat? All I've had all day is a small bag of peanuts."
Stacy anticipated I'd be hungry and had some chicken ready to warm up in the microwave. She asked how I made out, so I told her what I'd found.
"Do you think his wife knows the pendant is valuable?"
"Not his wife, his ex-wife. She works for the same company that insured it for the museum."
I was pretty sure I had it figured out, but the bigger problem was how to get the stuff back. I had zero evidence on Enright's ex or Burnacki. The little piece of video I had would be worthless in court. I needed to catch them with their hands in the cookie jar but I needed someone to bait the hook... someone they'd trust according to Jimmy. I could only think of one possible candidate, but before I was ready for that, I had one more fishing expedition to go on.
I spent the next three days in the Chicago Library going through old "Chicago Tribute" newspapers before finding the last piece of the puzzle. At that point, all I had to do was pull it all together.
The next morning, I was staked out in front of Enright's place, biding my time. The lawn care guys were already busy at work and looked as if they'd been there for a while by the time I drove up. About ten o'clock, Mrs. Enright pulled out and headed west on Devon Avenue. I knew she wouldn't be too long so I couldn't wait for the workers to leave.
I found a safe place to park my car and walked back to the house waving at a guy on a rider lawn mower. I was gambling that Mrs. Enright paid no attention to her husband. I still had a little while, so I made a pot of coffee and took a seat at the kitchen table.
As she walked in, the scream almost broke my eardrums. "What are you doing here? Who are you? What do you want?" I had only seen Mrs. Enright at a distance and through my camera lens. I had no idea how stunning she was. She defined the term, "trophy wife." I thought, the things that money can buy... damn.
"Relax, Mrs. Enright," I said as I slid my business card across the table. "I'm not here to hurt you."
She picked it up and read it. "You're the private detective my husband hired. How did you get in here?"
Her beautiful face turned from shock and fear to anger. I picked up the small black box sitting next to my arm. "You should listen to your husband when he tells you to do something like set the alarm when you leave. This little gizmo duplicates radio waves. Practically every burglar in the country has one just like it. All I have to do is be within a hundred yards of the place when you press your garage door opener and presto, it isolates the frequency and stores it; all I have to do then is press this button and I have access to your garage. That's why you should always, I repeat, always set your alarm when you leave the house, even if it's only for a few minutes; that's all the time someone needs to get in here."
I could see she wasn't happy with me scolding her. "All right, now that you're in, what do you want," she snapped.
"What I'm going to say might be hard to hear; I took the liberty of making a pot of coffee, why don't you grab a cup and sit down."
Her eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared with resentment, but she did what I said. I took out the eight-by-tens I had of her and her boyfriend and pushed them in front of her. She took one look...
"You BASTARD!" she yelled, "you fucking son of a bitch; I thought you were supposed to be trying to find Jason's pendant, not spying on me."
"Unfortunately, Mrs. Enright, they turned out to be one and the same." She looked up at me. "Do you know that man in the picture?"
"You obviously know the answer; yes, his name is Larry Barns."
"That's a new one," I told her. "He also goes by Lyle Burns but his real name is Lloyd Burnacki and he makes his living by scamming rich, little old ladies out of their money."
"Bullshit!"
I took more papers out of my manila envelope and slid them over. There was a clear mug shot that accompanied his rap sheet. Her mouth dropped open as she read it. "You gave him the alarm code, didn't you." She looked up as she was starting to realize the trouble she was in. "And the combination to the safe...?"
Her voice was getting shaky, "He... he said he was in trouble with some very bad people because of a gambling debt and he needed to pay them or they'd kill him."
I slid a few more eight-by-tens in front of her. "Do you know her?" I could see the start of tears in her eyes.
"That's... that's Jason's ex-wife--what does..."
"They scammed you, Mrs. Enright. She and your boyfriend are working together. She evidently picked him because she knew his reputation and his talents with women."
Her head snapped up and the tears rolled down those lovely cheeks. "Why, what did I ever do to her?"
"It wasn't personal, Mrs. Enright; that pendant your husband thinks is worthless, is in fact, worth a fortune."
"What... but I... I don't understand, Jason said it belonged to his mother."
"It's a long story, but it's true, it did belong to his mother."
"Then how... " That's when she realized the real gravity of the situation, "Am... am I going to jail?"
"Probably, but if you help me get it back it could only help your case."
She dried her eyes with her fingers and looked at me. "How, what can I do?"
"Well, first, say nothing about this to Jason. If he knows about this he could go off half-cocked and blow the whole operation sky-high. Next, you and I are going to see a friend of mine on the police force. We'll need a warrant for you to wear a wire when you talk to Burnacki again. I want you to admit knowing about the pendant, but nothing else. Don't let him know you're wise to him, who he's working with or who he really is.
"Then you're going to tell him you know somebody who will pay top dollar for the jewels and the pendant, but you want a hundred grand for the introduction. He'll understand greed and it'll make your story more believable if you want something for yourself. We'll also have to come up with a credible story about how you know this person. My friend will have an undercover cop who will take it from there."
With more tears, she reluctantly agreed. Before settling in the kitchen, I'd had a chance to do some snooping around the house. There must have been a dozen or more photos of her with Jason taken in various vacation spots. They always looked so happy. It piqued my curiosity. "Before we go to see my friend, I have a question, you appear to have everything a woman could want. What made you cheat on your husband in the first place?"
She forced half a laugh. "I have everything except a faithful husband. I know you probably think I married Jason for his money but it's not true, I really loved him. He was so sweet and attentive, so loving; then I found out he spread his love thinner than I thought. He's been having an affair with his secretary for years, since before we were even married. He pays her bills, he even bought her a condo; I think it's the reason for his first divorce.
"A few days after I found out about his affair, I was still fuming and thinking about divorcing him when I met Larr... Burnacki. He was a smooth talker and I guess I was ripe for the picking. I thought, why not, if it's good enough for my husband it's good enough for me."
"How did you find out he was cheating on you?"
"I got an anonymous email, complete with pictures."
I realized just how much planning went into this heist--not bad for a couple of amateurs.
I called ahead to make sure Dan would be in his office and told him I had a solid lead on the burglary but needed his help. When we got there, Mrs. Enright told him about her role in the theft. I told him about my plan. We needed a warrant and an undercover cop. Dan arranged for both then prepped Mrs. Enright on what to say... we were ready.
We didn't know if they had a tracker on her phone, so Mrs. Enright made the initial call from her house. Both Dan and I were sitting right next to her when she made the call. He turned the recorder on and we put our headsets on so we could hear both sides of the conversation.
"Hi, Gorgeous."
"Don't give me that hi, gorgeous, Larry, what's going on? Except for coffee, we haven't been together since I got back from vacation. I miss your cock. Jason's been a bear since the robbery and hasn't been in the mood to fuck so I'm relying on you, stud."
We could hear the asshole laugh. "How's Wednesday look for you?"
"It looks like I'm finally going to get laid," she chuckled. "Oh, just one thing, I know about the pendant."
There was a brief silence, "What do you mean?" He was going to play dumb.
"I mean, I know it's worth a lot of money."
"How do you know that?"
"That's what the cops told Jason. That's why you took it, isn't it? You knew it was worth a lot. Have you sold it yet?"
"Why?"
"Because if you haven't, I know someone who would love to buy it and probably pay top dollar."
"Who?"
"Never mind, who; it's a long story but my brother knows him."
"Ah, Sue, this thing is worth real money. I'm looking for three-quarters of mil for everything; does he have that kind of money?"
"Shit, Larry, this guy's got more money than God. He's literally got a secret vault in his basement with a fortune in antiques inside. My brother says it's all stolen. Just one thing... "
"What's that?"
"I want a hundred grand for the introduction?"
"What! What the hell, Sue... "
"Listen, I think Jason is getting suspicious and he has a prenup; if he divorces me, I get squat. You wouldn't even have that stuff if it wasn't for me, and I want my cut."
There was more dead air on the line until... "I'll have to think about it, Sue."
"Well, don't think too long. This guy's in town right now, but I don't know how long he's going to be here. I might even be able to introduce you two on Wednesday. We could meet somewhere, you guys do your deal, you pay me my cut, then you and I can go to your place and you can fuck my brains out."
Dan looked at me with a smile, and I knew exactly what he was thinking... the broad was good.
Burnacki answered her, "Give me an hour or two and I'll call you back."
"Okay, but don't wait too long, Jason's been taking off earlier lately, so I'm not sure what time he'll be home."
"All right, I'll call you back as fast as I can."
"Okay... now I have to make an appointment to get a Brazilian tomorrow. I'll be as smooth as a baby's butt for that tongue of yours on Wednesday." They both giggled as they said goodbye and disconnected.
"Did I do okay?"
"Okay?" Dan chuckled, "Lady, I wish I could have you teach some of our undercover cops how to set up a perp. You did great."
"So, what happens now?" she asked in a worried voice.
"We have Burnacki under surveillance; we also have his phone tapped. Most likely he'll call his partner and discuss it with her. Hopefully, they take the bait."
About forty-five minutes later, Dan got a call, talked for a few minutes then disconnected. "We got'em," he said. "Burnacki just hung up from talking to Enright's ex. She told him to make the deal. She's also going to be there. I guess there's no honor among thieves," he joked. "We should be getting a phone call..." Just then Mrs. Enright's phone rang..."about now."
"Hi, lover."
Burnacki chuckled, "It's a deal," he said. "Can you set it up for Wednesday?"
"I'll have to confirm it, but when I tell him what it's about, I'm sure he'll be there with bells on."
"He'll have to have the cash with him. I ain't taking no check."
"I'm sure that won't be a problem."
"Okay, make sure he knows."
"I will; what about me? You're not going to try and stiff me are you?"
"No, Sue, I'll make sure you get your hundred grand."
"Okay, I don't know why but I'll trust you."
"You'll get it, I promise."
"Okay, I'll call you tomorrow and let you know if he wants it or not, but I'm pretty sure he'll go for it. If it's okay with him, I'll give you his number and you guys can negotiate." Burnacki had a burner phone anyway, so he agreed and they said their goodbyes. "Lieutenant, you think this will help my case?"
"No promises, but I'll talk to the DA and do my best." She thanked him with a forced smile but you could see how scared she was. I actually felt sorry for her. She was conned by a real pro. I told Dan I'd back him up with the DA if he needed it.
Wednesday morning, Dan and I sat in a Starbucks sipping our black magic. "Do you have to arrest her at the scene?"
"Blake, you know I do. Look, I know you have a soft spot for this broad, but she's an accomplice in a grand theft. That's NOT a misdemeanor, Blake. I have to take her into custody."
"She was played, Dan, by skilled professionals. You know who sent the email with those pictures of Jason and his secretary, right?"
"Yeah, of course, the ex."
"Right, and a few days after that she runs into Burnacki; the whole thing was a setup from the start and a good one."
"I understand, and I'll go to bat for her but..."
"You know damn well she's not going to take a powder."
"Blake, I DON'T know that and neither do you. Her husband's rich, I have no idea how much cash she can lay her hands on, do you?"
"No, but you and I both know what maximum security is going to do to her. What if her asshole husband doesn't bail her out. Jail would kill her." I watched as Dan looked down and stroked the bridge of his nose between his thumb and index finger. He always does that just before he gives in to me.
"I don't know, Blake, if she takes it on the lam it'd be on me, not you."
"Look, Dan, I'll keep an eye on her. I can't watch her twenty-four-seven, but I promise I'll swing by her place and check up on her."
"Does Stacy know you're sweet on this broad?"
"I'm not sweet on her; I just think she's basically a good person who had a bad break and did a bad thing. I think she deserves another chance."
He was giving me that steely stare that he's so famous for at the station house. "All right, I'll let her go back home after we make the arrests, but only until I can clear it with the DA. If he says lock her up, she goes into the system."
"Fair enough, thanks, Dan."
"Don't thank me yet. If this comes back and bites me in the ass, I'm going have yours in a sling."
We let the perps set up the time and place of the meeting, figuring that would give them a sense of security. They chose Denny's again, the same place I saw them meet before. It was set for one o'clock. What they didn't know when they walked in was that the hostess, their waiter, and several customers were plain-clothes cops. In addition, there were several more in unmarked squads strategically scattered around but out of sight.
When they walked in about ten minutes early, we had arranged for them to be seated in a booth with no one else around them so they could talk freely. It was, of course, bugged. They were also being videotaped. Dan and I were parked not far away and could hear every word they said. Enright's ex was cool as a cucumber; it was Burnacki who seemed a little nervous.
"I still think you're taking a chance in being here," he said. "You know she's going to recognize you."
"So what, she can't blow the whistle on either one of us without incriminating herself. Why would she do that? She's got a fairytale life; you think she'd give that up for twenty years in the pen... not on your life; it's also why we're not giving her a dime. Who's she going to complain to--the cops?" Her eyes darted toward the door, "Here they come, who's the other guy?"
Burnacki looked over his shoulder, "I have no idea. I don't like this," he said nervously.



Susan Enright spotted them and led the two men with her, both holding briefcases, over to the booth.
Burnacki spoke directly to her. "You didn't say anything about two guys, who's the second one?"
The undercover cop posing as "Frank, the buyer," answered. "This is my jeweler. You didn't really think I was going to give you all this cash without having everything inspected, did you? I'm not stupid." He motioned with his head and all three of them squeezed into the booth opposite the two perps.
That brought up a question in Burnacki's mind. "How do we know the money's not counterfeit?"
Frank looked around to make sure no one was watching then passed his briefcase over to Burnacki. "Take out any bill."
Burnacki opened the case just enough to see stacks of hundred dollar bills with paper bands declaring each stack to be ten thousand dollars. He smiled and clandecently showed Enright's ex, who also smiled.
"I believe we settled on seven-hundred-thousand. It's all there," the undercover cop told them. "Take a bill... " Burnacki looked confused, "go ahead, take any bill..." Burnacki pulled out a hundred from the middle of one of the stacks, "now give it to me... Brunacki handed it over.
The cop took his index finger and rubbed the bill hard on a white paper napkin. It left a green smudge on the napkin. "See that," he said, "now look at the bill," he said holding it up so everyone could see where it was rubbed. "The bill's not smudged at all. It's because of the combination of ink and paper used by the mint. You can make a counterfeit bill look like the real thing, even feel like it, but you can't get it to do that. It's the quickest and most efficient way to test for a counterfeit bill."
Burnacki closed the briefcase and left it on the seat next to him. Frank, the cop, spoke again, "Now let's see what you have." Burnacki handed him a small box. He, in turn, handed it to the other man, who pulled a loupe from his briefcase. He examined the jewelry first. He gave a nod to the cop indicating it was all real.
"What about the pendant?" The jeweler first examined it with the loupe then put a small scale on the table and weighed it. He checked it against the weight of the stolen item. Lastly, he took a micrometer and measured it. "It's all there," he told Frank, "and the pendant is real."
Both Enright's ex and Burnacki had broad smiles as the cop ran his fingers through his hair. At that moment, their waiter approached along with the hostess and several customers. The perps looked up at the waiter.
"Ah, before I take your orders, I'd like to inform you that you are under arrest for grand theft." She and Burnacki looked at each other while their waiter continued to Mirandize them.
Dan and I walked in while they were being cuffed. I chuckled at all the customers sitting with their mouths open, watching. The jeweler and Susan were still sitting in the booth as the two perps were being led out of the restaurant. "I... I guess I'm next, huh?" she mumbled while sliding out of the booth.
Dan sighed, "Your guardian angel here," he said, looking at me, "has convinced me to let you go home for now. It may be temporary, I still have to get it okayed with the DA. Even if he says it's okay, you'll still have to come in for your arraignment, but you'll be released on your own recognizance. We hope that the DA will agree to plead down the charges and give you a deal, especially if you agree to testify."
"Oh, I will," she interjected with enthusiasm.
"Okay, again, no assurances, but Blake and I will do our best. You better not try to skip though. If you do, all bets are off and you'll go to jail for a very long time."
"I won't skip, honest. Thank you, I... I really thought I was going to jail today," she said with tears in her eyes.
"One of the officers will take you home," I said. "Be prepared, Jason will know everything when he comes home today and he's going to be very pissed. Do you think he'll hurt you?"
"I don't think so, he's a womanizing prick but I don't think he's ever hit anyone."
"You should probably have a couple of bags packed in case he throws you out. Do you have any place you can go, just in case?"
"Yeah, I really do have a brother; he lives in Arlington Hills."
"If you're going to stay with him make sure you let me know and register his address with us," Dan told her.
"I will; I can't thank you guys enough." One of the officers led her out to a squad car to take her home.
Dan and I gave each other a congratulatory look, "Well," I said, "now I get to tell old Jason boy all about it. He's been complaining that I'm not telling him anything, so I'm going to lay it all out for him, but I still don't think he's going to be pleased.
I called him from the car... he was waiting at my door by the time I got back to my office. "Did you get it?" he asked before I even opened the door.
"Yup, come on in and I'll tell you all about it." He appeared to be more upset over the fact that he wasn't getting his pendant back than he was over his wife's involvement.
"What do you mean, I'm not getting it back?"
"It's going back to the Boston Museum, Jason; they're the rightful owners. I guess you can always fly out there to look at it, but it belongs to them, not you."
You could almost see his blood pressure rising, "I want my money back."
"Sorry, as soon as I knew I found it, as per our agreement, I cashed your check. It's long since cleared the bank by now. You can try to sue me in small claims court, but one look at the contract you signed along with the police report showing I found the pendant and not a judge in this town is going rule in your favor." I sincerely hoped Sue would be okay as he stormed out of my office.
I looked at my watch and saw it was almost four o'clock. Stacy worked as a research assistant for a marketing firm and was usually home by five-thirty. I still had time to swing by her favorite rib joint for an order to go and have it all ready by the time she got home.
I was just putting the finishing touches on my surprise when I heard her at the door. "Hi, Honey, this is a... " She stopped talking when she noticed how dark it was inside. "Honey, why are the blinds drawn? What... " She stopped talking again when she saw the flickering glow coming from the kitchen. I heard her footsteps coming closer. "Honey, what's going... oh, my God... "
She stopped talking one more time when she got to the doorway. I had taken the center divider out of the kitchen table to make it more intimate. The small, checkered tablecloth and matching napkins I bought on the way home were for aesthetics and the carafe of her favorite Bordeaux sat to the side of the two flickering candles.
With a small dish towel draped over my arm, I did my best impersonation of a French maitre de, "Ma Dame, tonight we have the specialty of the house, spare ribs with red potatoes and a Greek salad. If Ma Dame would care to change into something more comfortable, I will dish it up in your brief absence."
She just stood there staring... she was speechless. "Go on," I said in my normal voice. She turned, ran into the bedroom, and was back three minutes later standing beside me while I poured the wine. As soon as I set it back down, she reached around my neck and gave me a kiss that went along with my accent.
"If you think all this is going to get you laid tonight, you are SO right," she said with a big smile.
I walked around to her side of the table and held the chair for her before taking my seat. "Honey, this is so sweet, what's the occas... " She looked at me with a smile, "You solved the case, didn't you."
I couldn't help my own smile, "Yup."
"So, now can you tell me about the pot?"
"Well, that part is still conjecture but there's really only one way I can see it happening."
"Well...?"
"When I went to Boston, I found several articles about the museum heist in the archives of the Boston Globe. The cops were pretty sure it was pulled off by only two guys. They took a lot of small stuff, but items that were still worth big bucks, like that pendant.
"It was really a cameo, hand carved from rare black onyx. It was actually a likeness of Josephine Bonaparte. The base was ivory. They also took several Egyptian items including that pot. The Boston cops never did come up with a lead and the case finally went cold.
"When I got back, I checked out our own newspapers. I found an article about a guy named James Engles. They found him floating face down in Lake Michigan. This was only three months after the robbery in Boston. Engles was a known thief and an expert with alarms. His partner in crime, Robert Wood, was identified by a witness as the murderer and was sentenced to life in prison. Evidently, they had a falling out and Wood popped him and dumped his body in the lake."
Stacy was getting anxious, "I still don't understand how that Egyptian pot..."
"I'm getting to that," I told her with a chuckle. "Enright's dad managed one of those storage container places. I believe Engles and Wood robbed the museum then drove that stuff back here to Chicago, and using a phony name, stuck everything in one of the storage units where Enright's dad worked. They most likely were going to sit on it and wait till the heat died down before trying to peddle the stuff.
"They must have had their fight before getting rid of the stuff, so neither was around anymore to pay the rent on the storage unit. What do they do at those places when the rent's not paid?"
Stacy just shook her head so I continued, "They have an auction. People bid on the contents inside the units, sight unseen. Whoever wins the bid cuts the lock on the door and sells the stuff inside hoping to make a profit.
"I believe whoever won that bid had no idea what they had and sold everything for what they could get out of it. Enright's dad probably saw the pendant and offered the bidder ten or fifteen dollars for it. His mother wore that thing every day and had no idea she was wearing a million-dollar cameo of Josephine Bonaparte."
Stacy just sat there looking at me with her mouth open. "So... so the farmer or maybe someone in the family probably bought the pot for a few bucks."
"Yup."
"What about the rest of it?"
"Who knows? By now that stuff is probably scattered to the four winds of the earth. It could have been thrown out, or like the pot, be sitting in basements all over the place. I doubt if any of it will ever be recovered."
"So, the guy you were working for, what's his name?"
"Jason Enright?"
"Yeah, him... he had no idea how much the pendant was worth?"
"None, whatsoever. It was his ex-wife who discovered it. She worked for the same insurance company that insured it and several other pieces for the museum. I figure she must have come across the piece while going through some old files and recognized it. Oh, by the way, you were on the money when you said Enright's wife had a boyfriend and Enright himself has been playing footsie with his secretary for years. His ex set the whole thing up. They had everything figured out except for having a buyer lined up. That was their downfall."
After Dan and I talked to the DA, Susan Enright was brought in for her arraignment, after which, she was released on her own recognizance. She was staying with her brother when she filed for divorce. After testifying, Susan pled guilty to aiding and abetting and was given a one-year suspended sentence. Burnacki and Jason's ex weren't that lucky, with Susan's help they were both convicted of a class one, non-probationary felony and sentenced to twenty years.
I never saw or heard from Jason after that.
The End.
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*
My dad once told me, "You never forget your first." And all that time, I thought my secret was safe but we both knew who he was talking about—Kathy, blond hair, blue eyes, Kathy...
We both turned eighteen within a week of each other and to celebrate... yeah, she was my first, and the love of my life until she moved away with her parents soon after graduating high school. Talk about a broken heart... for two weeks after they moved, I sat by the phone waiting for her call but it never came. I thought my life was over; there was simply no reason to continue living. Now... twenty-three years later, I'm going through it all over again.
*****
It was a beautiful Chicago fall day and a light warm breeze rustled the leaves; I, however, was trapped in my office going over some purchase orders for a new project when my cell rang with my wife's ringtone. "Hello, gorgeous."
"Hi, Honey, how's your day going?"
"About average, what's up?"
"It's been a hard week; some of the girls are going out for dinner and a few drinks and I thought I'd join them. There's still some of the roast beef from the other night in the fridge. It's wrapped in tin foil on the second shelf."
"Is there enough for both Stacy and me?"
"Stacy's having a sleepover at Audry's house tonight. I'm sure she'll be gone before you get home."
"That's news to me," I protested.
"Tom, she's sixteen years old. You can't keep her as your little girl forever. What are you going to do when she goes to college in a couple of years?"
"Yeah, I know. When will you be home?"
"I don't know, it depends on how talkative everyone is I guess. I shouldn't be too late though."
"Okay, you should take a cab home if you're going to have more than a couple of drinks. I can take you to pick up your car tomorrow."
"I doubt that I'll have more than a couple glasses of wine but if I do I'll take your advice.
"I have to go, Honey; I'll see you later tonight." We said our goodbyes but as we disconnected, I had a thought—just out of courtesy, Claire would usually ask if I would mind that she went out, or say, 'You don't mind, do you?'" It was a little out of character for her to simply tell me like that. Of course, she's a grown woman and doesn't need my permission, it's just nice when a wife lets her husband think he's in charge.
After eighteen years of marriage, it felt a little weird to be alone in the house. It doesn't happen very often and I wasn't used to complete solitude. After heating up dinner and relaxing in my recliner with a Budweiser, however, I was starting to enjoy myself. I closed my eyes laid my head back and just bathed myself in the peace and quiet for about ten minutes.
Okay, that's enough of that, I thought. Both my wife and daughter were romantic comedy buffs so rarely did I get a chance to watch anything with blood and guts. I picked up the remote and scrolled down the list of movies I had pre-selected but never got a chance to watch.
For the next two hours and ten minutes, I'll bet my neighbors thought world-war three had broken out in my living room. There were enough shootouts, explosions, and car chases to fill three movies. After good conquered evil, I turned the TV off and looked at my watch, it was nine-thirty. I expected Claire to come through the door anytime. I didn't want to get interested in another movie and then have to turn it off so I picked up my "Golf Digest," to see why I couldn't seem to break ninety.
The trouble I have with reading at night is that it puts me to sleep. Sure enough, the next thing I remembered was Claire shaking me by the shoulder. "Honey, Honey, come on, it's after midnight, let's go to bed."
I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and caught a glimpse of Claire ascending the stairs in her robe. I followed, "Are you just getting home?"
"No, I've been back for a couple hours. I got undressed and read for a while in bed. I thought you'd wake up on your own and join me but I got tired so I figured I'd wake you."
"Thanks, I'd need a chiropractor tomorrow if I'd slept there all night." The last thing I remember was Claire turning her back to me and sliding toward the middle of the bed. I turned on my side and spooned her.
I suppose like most married couples, Claire and I had fallen into several routines, Saturday mornings was one of them. The first one up threw on their robe and went downstairs to start the coffee. If it was me, I'd wait until it was done then pour a couple of cups and bring them back upstairs. If it was Claire, I'd lie in bed until I could smell the fresh brew then throw on some sweats and join her at the kitchen table. The sweats were to guard against our teenage daughter's mortification of seeing her dad in his robe. When Stacy would make her still groggy appearance Claire would start breakfast, after which, we'd all go back upstairs, shower, and get dressed to face the weekend chores.
Claire sat up and put her back to the headboard when she saw me with a cup in each hand. "Ummm, thank you, Honey," she said with her first sip.
I climbed into bed beside her and turned to kiss her forehead, "You're welcome, Honey," I said while enjoying my own first sip. "I'm surprised I didn't hear you come in last night. You must have walked in only minutes after I fell asleep."
"I don't know but you looked so peaceful, I didn't want to disturb you." We sat enjoying Columbia's best and talked about what chores we each had planned for the weekend before I felt Claire's hand under the sheet.
"I don't expect Stacy back for at least a couple hours and the chores can wait. We don't get many opportunities like this."
I didn't need any more encouragement... I knew Claire's erogenous zones and started kissing the back of her ear. That gets her motor going in seconds. I worked my way down her body until I was faced with the entrance to heaven. Her moans started in earnest as I started slowly licking up and down her tight little pussy lips. When she was wet, I drove my tongue as far inside as I could. I was expecting her to come and did she ever. She grabbed at the sheets as her back arched up in amatory response.
I allowed her only a short respite before driving into her. I was so hard by that time, I thought the skin on my cock was going to rip open. In no time, I had her twisting her body like a pretzel as we came together.
After cooling down a little we were at it again only in the doggie position. After that, we tried some other positions we hadn't been able to do for some time. I lost track of how many orgasms she had; I know I had three. I was willing to try for one more but we'd been at it for a couple of hours and we both agreed we had to shower and start the day.
We did conserve our water supply and showered together. What we saved on water though we used up in soap. By the time we were done, we were the two cleanest people you ever saw.
With the weekend in my rearview mirror, Monday was as mundane as ever. It was the only day of the week when I could get in some daydreaming. There were a variety of subjects; what I'd do if I won the lottery, things I'd like to do with my wife in bed but was too chicken to bring up, what to do on our next vacation, Kathy... yeah, I loved my wife to pieces but even after twenty-plus years, Kathy still held a place in my heart. My dad was right, I'd never forget my first love.
I even tried to find her on FaceBook a few times but had no luck. I'm sure she's married by now with a slew of kids at her feet. We talked about having between three and five—no less than three, no more than five.
I still remember our tear-stained goodbye; it was the last time I saw her. I sometimes wonder what she looks like now. I know Claire looks pretty much the same as when we were married, would Kathy still look the same? Who knows, I'm sure I'll never see her again.
Later that week, I and some co-workers were called into a meeting. We were all part of a team that had been working on a new valve system for a water filtration plant located in Southern California.
Our project manager stood up and congratulated us on a job well done, then said we were going to be visited the following week by a delegation of big shots from the Golden State. He wasn't sure how many were coming but he knew a state senator was among them. They wanted to see just how the valves would work and where they would be manufactured.
I had run a couple of seminars in the past and was also fairly proficient with a camera, so I was asked to put together a PowerPoint presentation showing the valves in action. After the presentation, we'd all pile into a couple of cars and go to our plant a couple of miles away for a tour.
I appreciated the company's confidence in me but I wondered where I was going to find the time. We were already working on several new projects. Mondays were always slow; I could shoot the stills and video during the day but writing the script and putting it all together was going to take time.
I called Claire and told her I would most likely be working late for a few nights. "Who is she?"
"What... who?"
"The woman—the reason for your late nights."
I was stunned. Claire had never been the jealous type. I started to stutter at her accusation when I heard her laugh.
"Relax, husband, I'm only kidding."
"Damn, Honey, you had me going for a minute there," I replied with my tension dissolving.
"Don't be silly, I know you better than that. Do you know how late you're going to be?"
"Not really; I'm busy as heck with my regular work. I probably won't even get a chance to start working on the presentation until after hours."
"Okay, well just keep me informed so I know how to plan dinner. Will you be late tonight?"
"No, I'll write the introduction tonight but I can do that at home. The rest of it will have to be written around the photography though, that I have to do here."
"Okay, Honey, just keep me in the loop."
"Will do, Hon, love ya."
"Love ya too." With that, we hung up.
That night, after dinner, I retired to our home office and started on the introduction. Claire made half a pot of coffee and brought me a cup. She knows me so well. I know it sounds stupid but I can't work without a cup of java nearby; even if I'm not drinking it, just to know it's within my reach is like my security blanket. I thanked her before returning to the Intro.
I finished about an hour later and joined Stacy and Claire in the middle of one of their rom-coms. It wasn't Schwarzenegger but I had to admit to getting a few good laughs.
Unfortunately, that would be the last time I'd share an evening with my family for several nights. I finished at eleven o'clock the night before the delegation was due. It was eleven-thirty by the time I pulled into my garage. As I walked past my wife's car, I heard the pinging of a cooling engine. I felt the hood and was surprised that it was warm. Claire must have just pulled in a few minutes before me.
As usual, she greeted me with a hug and kiss. "You look beat."
"Yeah, I'm glad to be done, that's for sure. Are you just getting home?"
"No, why?"
"I heard your car engine cooling down as I walked in."
"Oh, I figured you'd probably work through dinner so I ran out and got some Chinese. I stuck it in the oven to keep it warm. I didn't think you'd want anything too heavy at this time of night."
"What would I do without you? You're right, I did work through dinner and I'm starving." Stacy was already in bed but Claire joined me for a late-night snack.
The next day was show-time. They were all due to arrive at ten. My presentation would take almost two hours, then we'd treat them to a business lunch before going to the plant.
I spent the morning in the large conference room going over everything to make sure the production would be flawless. I was returning to my office when I saw the gang from California being led from the elevator into our CEO's office. I was a little surprised to see one of them in a wheelchair with a nurse pushing from behind. I was too far away to get a good look at her, but from where I was, she looked to be a fox.
About twenty minutes later our CEO's voice came over my intercom, "Tom, is everything ready in the conference room?"
"Yes, Sir, Mr. Statler."
"Very good, we'll meet you in there in five minutes." I immediately headed down the hall to fire up the laptop. While glancing over the presentation one last time, I looked up to see the wheelchair in the lead with the nurse right behind. As she got closer, I recognized her right away. She was looking down talking to the man in the chair but stopped dead in her tracks when she looked back up and saw me. The rest of the group almost ran into her.
"Hi, Kathy," I said with more feeling than I wanted to reveal.
The guy in the wheelchair looked up at her as she almost whispered my name. "Tom."
The guy in the chair looked back at me, "You two know each other?"
Kathy looked back down at him. "Honey, this is Tom Rhyland, we kind of grew up together."
I didn't know why, I was a happily married man, but hearing her address him as Honey, made my heart stop for a beat. Mr. Statler was behind them with everyone else behind him. He cleared his throat.
"Oh, I'm sorry," begged Kathy, as she pushed the chair through the doorway. Once everyone was inside, Mr. Statler started the introductions. "Tom, you obviously already know Mrs. Shriver, this is her husband, Mr. Charles Shriver. He's the mayor of Bridgeton, California. The filtration system isn't inside his city limits but it's close enough that he wanted to come and see what impact, if any, it would have on his town."
I greeted everyone with a smile and a handshake before getting into the presentation. Even with all the preparation and practice I'd put into it, I was having a very difficult time keeping my mind on what I was doing. The fact that I couldn't talk to her was killing me but I had to remain professional, not to mention that her husband being there also presented a barrier.
Despite the distraction, my presentation was a hit. Afterward, we all walked out to the parking lot. I saw Kathy and her husband had rented a van with a wheelchair lift. I was going to volunteer to go with them as their guide to the restaurant but Mr. Statler already called dibs.
The restaurant had several tables pushed together for all of us and I was seated so far from Kathy I never got a chance to say a word to her.
At the plant, it was the same situation. I got the impression Mr. Statler was deliberately keeping us as far apart as he could. I was a happily married man with a wonderful wife and child, yet those words my dad said twenty years ago were very true; you never forget your first. I felt almost like a kid again, pining for the love of my life. I was extremely disappointed when we returned to the offices. After more than twenty years, the most I got to say to Kathy was hello and goodbye.
Claire and I never really spoke about our previous lovers so I saw no reason to talk about it when I got home, but I struggled not to cry while watching one of their romcoms with her and Stacy later that night.
I was still a little depressed the next day when my secretary told me I had a call. I picked up the phone, "This is Tom Rhyland, can I help you?"
"Hi, Tom." I would have recognized her voice even if I hadn't seen her the day before.
"Kathy... wha... a... are you back in California?"
"No, we're still here. Would you be able to get away for lunch? I'd... I'd really like to catch up some; we didn't get a chance to talk at all, yesterday."
"You name the time and place and I'll be there."
"We're only a few blocks down the road from you. I saw a little restaurant not far away called Plato's Place, do you know it?"
"Yeah, I've eaten there many times; they have great food. They're pretty packed at noon, can you make it one o'clock."
"That'll be fine. I'll see you then."
I knew I had no right to feel like I did, but I couldn't help it. The whole world seemed brighter as I hung up. She was already there when I walked in. As soon as I approached her table, Kathy stood up and hugged me like she missed me as much as I missed her. She turned her head and kissed me on the cheek then hugged me again even harder.
We finally broke our embrace and sat down. "God, Tom, I couldn't believe it when I saw you yesterday. When I knew we were coming to Chicago, I thought about looking you up but I didn't even know if you still lived here."
"You know what they say about taking the boy out of Chicago," I replied with a smile. I couldn't believe how my heart was pounding from sitting so close to her. I had one question I had to ask before we started talking and I forgot it. "Kathy, why didn't you call? For two weeks, I barely moved six feet from the phone while waiting."
"I'm sorry, Tom, my dad convinced me not to. He said long distance relationships never worked out and we were two-thousand miles apart. He said one of us would eventually find someone else and it would break the other's heart. He told me it was better to just go cold turkey. I... I shouldn't have listened to him but I did. I'm sorry, Tom."
"You don't have to apologize, Kath, he was probably right. You obviously did find someone else... a Mayor no less."
"Yeah, Chuck; we went together for two years before we were married. He was a local policeman with four years on the force when I met him. Five years later he was named Chief of Police. Then one night he unknowingly walked into a robbery in progress. They recognized him and shot him before he could even reach for his gun. The bullet pierced his spine and he lost the use of his legs."
"Jesus, Kathy, I'm so sorry."
"Yeah, things were pretty bad for a while. He didn't know what to do with himself. Then a friend of his who was on the force told him the Mayor wasn't going to run for re-election and encouraged him to run. He was elected overwhelmingly."
"He sounds like quite a guy."
She smiled, "Jealous?"
"Yeah, a little. Is there someone taking care of him while you're with me?"
"His sister; before we left, I said I'd like to look up a few old friends while I was here so she came along. She's been a great help through the years. What about you; are you married?"
"Oh, yeah, I have a loving wife and wonderful daughter. What about you... kids?"
"We had two boys before he was shot, that ended the prospect of any more."
"Damn, that's got to be rough."
"Don't get any ideas," she said with a smile, "I would never cheat on him."
"Kathy, I'd never ask you to, nor would I ever cheat on Claire."
She was still smiling. "I was joking, Tom. It's been more than twenty years but I haven't forgotten that sense of right from wrong of yours. You had it even as a kid."
We continued to talk and reminisce for the next two hours. God, how I hated it to end but I had to get back and so did she. I think we were both holding back tears when it was time to say goodbye. We hugged but the farewell kiss was on the lips instead of the cheek. We hugged again in the parking lot. As she drove away, I couldn't hold them back any longer and had to wipe tears from my eyes before driving back to work.
I wasn't much use for the rest of the afternoon. I couldn't get over how it felt to be in her presence again knowing it would be the last time I'd ever see her.
I also struggled with the thought of telling Claire that I kissed another woman. I debated back and forth and finally asked myself what purpose it would serve. Yeah, it was on the lips and yes, it didn't lack passion, but it wasn't a romantic kiss or a—we're going to have an affair kiss--it was a goodbye kiss; a kiss that had to last both of us a lifetime. Telling Claire would needlessly make her angry... yet it seemed like the right thing to do.



I waited until Stacy was in bed before breaking the news. I thought about softening the blow with a glass of wine but I didn't want to make a big deal about it so I just waited until we were getting ready to head upstairs to bed. "I had lunch today with an old friend I haven't seen since high school."
"Oh, wow, that had to be fun."
"She was my high school sweetheart."
That stopped Claire in her tracks. She sternly stared me in the face, "Your high school sweetheart... well, that puts a different spin on things. How did you run into her?"
"She and her husband were part of the group from California I told you about. I had no idea she would be with them. We hadn't seen each other since we were eighteen and were both shocked when we saw each other.
Of course, business took priority all day so we barely got a chance to even say hi. Today, she called and wanted to catch up so we had lunch together. Now, don't get pissed but we kissed when it came time to say goodbye."
A blind man could have seen the anger in Claire's eyes. "I assume when you say kissed, you don't mean a peck on the cheek."
"No, it was a kiss for old time sake... on the lips." That made Claire's nostrels flair. "Honey, there wasn't anything romantic about it, we both knew we'll never see each other again; it was simply a kiss that said goodbye forever."
I could see the wheels turning in her head. "Did you exchange numbers?"
"No, Honey, and we're not going to be Facebook friends either. She lives in California, I live here and we're both very happily married. I told you because I thought it was the right thing to do. I wouldn't have told you if I was going to try and hide something."
It took her a few moments to reply, "Okay, I guess that makes sense. Just don't make a habit of going around kissing other women on the lips."
"I promise," I said, holding up my right hand as if swearing an oath. I thought I did a good job of quelling her anger but when we got into bed she turned her back on me and rolled to her side. I thought it was probably best to let her be.
She was still a little frosty the next day at breakfast but everything was back to normal by that evening.
For the next few days, I resisted the urge to look her up on Facebook. I did see the town of Bridgeton had a page. I couldn't help myself, I pulled it up. Among the many pictures were a few of Charles and Kathy after he won the mayoral election. I saw their two boys in one of the shots as well.
I couldn't help but wonder, "What if?" I let out a small sigh knowing that question would never be answered. What had been answered were all the other questions. I no longer had to wonder what she looked like or if was she happy. She had a wonderful family and I had mine; that's not to say my heart didn't pound just a little faster whenever I thought of her, but I never mentioned her again and neither did Claire.
It was almost two years later when I got curious enough to check the Bridgeton town website again and was shocked to read that Kathy's husband had died at his desk of a sudden heart attack. There were a ton of photos and it looked like the entire town turned out for his funeral.
I felt so bad for Kathy and the kids. I knew they loved him with all their hearts. I thought about trying to contact her and tell her how sorry I was but decided against it. With our history, I certainly didn't want Kathy to think I was making a play for her after her husband's death.
It was only nine-thirty on a Monday morning but I sure didn't feel like working. I looked at the plans for our current project and decided they could wait. I walked down the hall to Mr. Statler's office and knocked on his door.
"Come on in." He looked up from his desk as I walked in. "Yeah, Tom, what's up?"
"Do you remember the guy in the wheelchair who came with the group from California a couple of years ago?"
"Yeah, of course. He's the mayor of some little town out there."
"Bridgeton, they have a Facebook page that I check from time to time... just to see how the filtration system is working. Anyway, he died last week."
The look of shock on Mr. Statler's face was genuine. "Wow, I'm sorry to hear that. How did he die?"
"A heart attack."
"Jesus, he wasn't that old. He had a couple of kids if I remember right, a couple of teenage boys. Damn, they must be devastated. I guess it's too late to send flowers."
"Not necessarily; you could send them to the mayor's office and write that we just heard and wanted to express our respects on the card."
"That's a good idea."
"Listen, Mr. Statler, I'm really bummed out about it. I know his wife and just really feel bad for her and the kids. I'm ahead of schedule on my work so I'm going to head home for the day if that's okay."
"Yeah, go ahead. I'll have my secretary send the flowers."
All the way home, all I could think about was how Kathy and her two boys must have felt. As I got close to the house, I was surprised to see, not only my wife's car but our daughter's as well.
Claire's sister, Diane, had finally divorced her jackass of a husband. Even though in my mind the divorce was more than justified, Diane was still bummed out over it so Claire had been spending several weekends with her. She would usually call me at work after lunch to let me know she was home safe and sound. It was barely ten o'clock so I didn't think she'd be home so soon.
Stacy was going to IU in Champaign-Ubana, more than a two-hour drive. She was sharing an apartment with a girlfriend down there so we'd see her on the occasional weekend but never on a weekday. With her car behind her mother's, there wasn't enough room for me to park in the drive so I had to park at the curb. I walked in through the front door but the raised voices from the kitchen stopped me in my tracks.
"I SAW YOU KISSING HIM, MOM; DON'T TELL ME YOU'RE NOT HAVING AN AFFAIR."
"Don't yell at me, young lady, I'm still your mother; and what, may I ask, were YOU doing there?"
"Oh, yeah, like you thought your nineteen-year-old college student was still a virgin--don't try to change the subject, Mom. How long have you been cheating on Dad?"
There was a long pause, then Stacy pressed the matter. "Mom, I'm trying to decide whether I should tell Dad or not so please answer my question, how long?"
"Off and on, a few years."
"A few years? With the same guy or different guys?"
"I'm not a slut, Honey, I don't go around looking for guys to sleep with. He's an old friend. I knew him even before I knew your father."
"I see, and I guess that's supposed to make it okay since you knew him before Dad."
"Look my worldly-wise college student," Claire said sarcastically, "someday after you've been married for several years, you'll find out that although making love with your husband makes you feel loved, safe, and secure, but loses that sexual spark after a while. Sex with Johnny puts that spark back in my life.
"Don't worry, I have no plans of running away with him or divorcing your father, it's just a little excitement to look forward to once and a while.
I'd heard enough. I'll never forget the shocked look on Claire's face when I walked in. Stacy saw it too and burst into tears when she turned around and saw me.
"Daddy, Daddy, I'm so sorry," she cried before running upstairs to her room.
"Tom--Tom, how much did you hear?"
"Enough to know that my loving wife isn't nearly as loving as I thought she was. Let's see, his name is Johnny and you knew him before you knew me. I only know one Johnny that fits the bill, John Bloome."
She didn't deny it, "Tom, please calm down. You look like you're about to have a stroke."
"What would you care..."
"Oh, please, don't be ridiculous, you're my husband, of course I care. I still love you, Tom. Okay, yes, John and I had sex a few times over the years, that doesn't mean I don't love you.
"What are you doing home anyway, don't you feel well?"
Just like with Stacy, she was trying to change the subject, and just like with Stacy, it wasn't going to work. Actually, from the moment I stepped into the house and heard them arguing, I'd forgotten about Kathy's husband. I now had problems of my own to contend with.
"Never mind how I feel; I feel a whole lot worse now. I don't believe this. I remember how upset you were when I kissed an old girlfriend a few years ago. Now I find out you've been cheating on me for years. What a fool I've been."
"Tom, you're not a fool..."
"THE HELL I'M NOT! All this time, I thought I was married to a loving, trustworthy, and loyal wife. If that doesn't make me a fool, I don't know what does."
"Tom, please, please calm down. I'm sorry you found out. I didn't mean to hurt you. I promise I'll never have sex with him again."
"Promise? You promised me not to have sex with him, or any other man for that matter, a long time ago...at the wedding altar, remember? I wouldn't believe you now if you swore on a stack of Bibles. I could never trust you again."
"Tom, please..."
"Ah, shut up Claire, I don't want to hear another word. I'm going upstairs to see how Stacy is."
I was so angry, I could have punched a hole in the wall but I had to calm myself down; I didn't want Stacy to think my anger was focused on her. Her door was closed and I could hear her crying. I gently knocked. "Honey, can I come in?" I heard a mournful okay through the door. When I walked in I saw her lying on her bed in a fetal position. I sat on the edge of her mattress like I used to do when she was just a little thing.
"Ar... are you going to di... divorce Mom?" She managed to choke out between sobs.
"Come here," I said, holding my arms out. She sat up and leaned into an embrace with her head on my shoulder. We just sat there holding each other for several moments.
When she calmed down a little she asked again, "Well... are you going to divorce her?"
"I'm sorry, Honey; I don't see any other choice. Knowing she has been hiding an affair all this time without me even suspecting... well, I'd never be able to trust her again, Hon."
"I knew it... as soon as I saw her kissing that guy, I knew it. I wish I'd never seen them."
"Honey, I'm glad I know about her cheating but I'm so sorry you had to see it. Were they at a motel someplace?"
She looked a little embarrassed and I remembered what she said about no longer being a virgin. "That's all right, Honey, you don't have to tell me."
I heard her make a small sigh, "That's okay, Dad, you're going to find out anyway. I, ah, I've been seeing this guy from school. He's really nice, I like him a lot. He had a birthday a couple of weeks ago and his folks gave him a thousand dollars. I guess they're pretty well off. Anyway, they told him to spend it on whatever he wanted so he took me to a special motel near Starved Rock. It's, ah, like an adults only place. It's really beautiful but it's strictly for adults."
She looked at me and I knew she was wondering if I understood what she was talking about without having to say it was a place where couples went to screw for the weekend. I assured her I knew without making any judgments.
"I thought I saw her once by the pool. I know how much she likes going to Starved Rock so thought she might be there with you but I wasn't about to go say hi. I went inside and asked the desk clerk if Mr. and Mrs. Rhyland were checked in but he said no so I figured it couldn't be her.
"The next day, Jack, that's my boyfriend, we were going to the park. We were in the car when I saw her walk out holding some guy's arm. There was no mistaking it that time. We were close enough that I could see her clearly. They stopped and kissed several times then got into a gray Mercedes and drove off.
"I didn't get any sleep last night. All I could do was fight with myself about whether to confront her or not. I was leaning toward not saying anything but then I asked myself, "What would you do," and I knew what you'd say... that confronting her would be the right thing to do."
"You were right, Pumpkin, it's exactly what I'd have said. Don't go blaming yourself for this, it's all on your mother."
"Do you think there's any chance you could forgive her?"
"Forgive her--probably... in time I suppose, but I could never trust her again, Honey, and without trust, I'm afraid there's just no marriage."
The next day at work, I told Mr. Statler what was going on and said I'd have to take some time now and then to take care of some personal errands. He expressed his sympathy and told me to take whatever time I needed.
First on my agenda was a good lawyer. I wasn't out to rape Claire but neither was I going to allow her to rape me.
Second on my agenda was pure, unadulterated revenge. Some say it's childish, others say it accomplishes nothing... I found it very gratifying. I had met John Bloome a few times at various parties. I knew Claire had known him years ago but never suspected anything between them.
I knew he had a wife, three kids, and remembered their youngest was a couple years younger than Stacy. I went to Claire's Facebook page and found Bloome in her list of friends. Unfortunately, there was no contact information. I did see that his wife was a clothes designer so I tried looking her up on Linkedin and Bingo, she was listed along with her contact info.
After introducing myself to her on the phone, she said she remembered me and thought I wanted her to design a dress for my wife. She sounded so sweet over the phone, I hated to break the news to her. "Mrs. Bloome, I'm sorry, I wish it was, but that's not the reason for my call. I found out yesterday that your husband and my wife have been carrying on an affair for several years."
I heard her gasp, then there was a slight lull before she spoke. "Mr. Rhyland, I find that very hard to believe. Do you have proof?"
"Unfortunately, yes. I know John told you he had to be away last weekend. He probably gave you some kind of excuse about it being business related. In truth, he was with my wife at a motel near Starved Rock State Park. My daughter saw them there. If you need further proof, my wife admitted it yesterday after I confronted her. She said it had been going on sporadically for years."
I heard nothing but silence on the other end of the phone for almost a minute. "Mrs. Bloome, are you all right?"
"Yes, Mr. Rhyland, I'll be fine," she replied with a firmness in her voice. It reminded me of how impressive she was the few times I'd talked to her. I had no doubt she was going to run old Johnny boy through the ringer and knew she would come out on top.
For the next year, our lives were havoc. Claire tried everything to stop the divorce including court-appointed counseling. Her relationship with our daughter was also very strained which put a lot of stress on Stacy. I met Jack a few times and had to give it to the young man, struggle as he did with Stacy's bad moods from time to time, he hung in there. I was really getting to like him. I don't know what Stacy would have done without him as her rock.
After all was said and done, everything turned out just the way my attorney said it would during our first meeting, she got half of our assets and some maintenance for two years. She couldn't afford to buy me out of the house so it was sold with the profits being split between us and I assumed the financial responsibility for Stacy's college education.
When the final papers came ending my marriage, I was ambivalent. On the one hand, I was happy to get it over with but on the other... after receiving the final decree in the mail I held it in my hand and cried for the first time since it all began. I was overwhelmed with a sudden feeling of loneliness and I mourned over losing the love of my life for the second time.
Over the next several months, I learned to exist on my own. I developed better cooking skills, cleaned my apartment, and even, at my daughter's insistence, dated a little. The highlight of my life was when I'd sometimes make the trip to Champaign to have dinner with my daughter and fiancé, Jack. Yeah, he popped the question and she gladly said yes. I was happy for her and prayed she'd enjoy the life I never would.
A couple weeks after our last dinner together, I was pondering over some primary drawings of our next project when my cell phone rang. I saw it was my daughter so I picked it up immediately. She rarely calls me at work so I feared something was wrong. "Hi, Honey," I answered cautiously.
"Hi, Dad; do you ever open your Facebook page anymore?"
"I haven't in months, why?"
"Do you know anyone with the name Tom Shriver?"
With everything that happened, I hadn't thought of Kathy in a while. Sometimes I'd wonder how she was doing but that was it. "I know a Kathy Shriver. I know she has two sons but I don't know their names, why?"
"He messaged me on Facebook. He said he sent you a couple of messages but you never responded. He wanted to know if you were sick or had passed away. He thinks he was named after you."
Well, that was a shock. Could Kathy really have named one of her sons after me? "What did you tell him?"
"I said I'd make you promise to check your messages and respond. Who is Kathy? I don't have a half-brother I don't know about, do I?"
I knew she was joking. She knew me better than that. "No, Honey, no half brothers," I replied with a chuckle, "but she was my high school sweetheart. She moved away with her parents after graduation. She lives in California now."
"Well do me a favor, will you--answer his messages. He really wants to talk to you."
"Okay, I can't do it from work but I promise I'll answer him tonight when I get home."
"Thanks, Dad, and let me know how it goes."
"Will do, Pumpkin."
To say my curiosity was piqued was an understatement. I could hardly wait to get home and see what it was all about. Stacy must have told him when she expected me to answer him because it appeared he was waiting for me.
"Hi, Tom, I'm sorry for not getting back to you sooner but I'm rarely on Facebook. Are you Kathy's son?"
"Yes, I'm her oldest, I'm pretty sure she named me after you although she won't admit it. She talks about you though, ever since my dad died she talks about you all the time. She told Richie and me about some of the things you guys did in high school.
"Mr. Rhyland, I know you're married but I wish you could visit her sometime. She's been really sad since Dad died and I think just seeing you would brighten her spirits a lot."
"Why hasn't she messaged me?"
"She thinks it would cause trouble between you and your wife. I... I don't expect anything romantic, I just thought a visit from an old friend would do her a world of good. Maybe you could bring your wife with; do you think she'd mind?"
"Tom, I don't have a wife anymore, we're divorced."
"Really?" he answered with exuberance before realizing how it sounded, "I... I mean, I'm sorry, Mr. Rhyland. I didn't mean to sound happy about it. I imagine getting divorced is almost as bad as having your mate die. I'm truly sorry."
"Tom, can you send me the link to her Facebook page?"
"Sure thing, Mr. Rhyland, thanks. I know she'll be happy just to hear from you."
Well, we proved her father wrong, long distance relationships can work. For the next several months we flew back and forth to each other, sometimes for a weekend and other times for the whole week. I had three weeks of vacation so I took it a week at a time.
I almost laughed at Claire's reaction when Kathy accompanied me to Stacy's wedding. She had gone through two boyfriends that I knew of by that time.
When I finally proposed we had only one major obstacle to overcome, where were we going to live? After living her entire adult life in sunny California, Kathy wasn't keen on Chicago winters and I couldn't blame her.



My problem was being so far from my daughter. Jesus, I'd never get to see her except maybe at Christmas.
It was Jack who came to the rescue. He landed a job in San Diego after graduation. He and Stacy still had a whole year to go so it gave me plenty of time to organize everything. I told Mr. Statler that I was giving him a year's notice. He said he was sorry to see me go but understood the circumstances. He actually made several phone calls on my behalf and got me two interviews for when I moved.
When Claire heard about it she went off the deep end and accused me of taking her daughter away. She was so upset she broke out in tears and cried for twenty minutes while sitting in my living room. When she finally calmed down, I explained about Jack's job. She stopped blaming me for everything long enough to ask for a cup of coffee. We sat and talked for the first time since the divorce. By the time she left, she had made up her mind she was also going to move to California so she could be close to Stacy and Jack.
If someone had asked me a few years ago what I envisioned as the future, not in my wildest dreams would I have said I'd be living in California with my first love. We couldn't be happier. Our kids bonded at our wedding and we all became one big happy family... including Claire who moved into the area shortly after my wedding.
Jack and Stacy are expecting our first grandchild and Tom is getting married in another month. His younger brother, Richie is the playboy of the family. We suspect he'll settle down one of these days but he's a good kid and enjoying life so we're not pushing him.
All and all, life couldn't be better.
The End.
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Dreams VS Nightmares... Joy VS guilt.
"You'll never guess who was just in my office."
Charlene was at work and didn't have time for twenty questions. "I don't know, Brad, and I don't have time for guessing games. Who was just in your office?"
"Ahh, you're no fun but I'll tell you anyway, your husband."
"What!" Panic shot through her body like a bolt of lightning. Immediately she assumed the worst, how could he know? My God, it was only once, how did he find out? Brad could almost feel her anxiety through the phone.
"Relax, he doesn't know anything."
"What! Then wh... why was he in your office?"
"Our ad agency hired him to take the pictures for our new sales campaign. I think it's kind of funny," he said with a chuckle.
"It's not funny, Brad. Connie's not a stupid man. The slightest slip, something you said or did, could've tipped him off."
Brad found her statement a little insulting. "I'm not a stupid man either, Char."
"Oh, I know you're not, Brad. I... I'm just worried. God, there must be hundreds of photographers in Chicago, what are the odds of them hiring him?"
"I guess the old man saw his work someplace and requested him."
"I still don't get why he was in your office. He usually works directly with ad agencies. What do you have to do with your company's advertising?"
"Nothing, really, but I am the top sales coordinator here. This new campaign is a big deal. Dennison wants to start selling overseas and he's willing to spend the money to make it happen. I sat in on several of the meetings and offered some ideas here and there. That's probably why they thought it was important that I meet the guy who'll be taking the pictures."
"Well, I don't like it, Brad, not at all. I think we should cool it anyway; I'm ashamed of myself and I don't like feeling this way. I think your one-on-one with my husband is an oman; I don't like it."
"Char, don't be silly. I doubt very much I'll ever see your husband again. This was a one-time thing, a meet and greet, that's all. Relax, it changes nothing."
"No-I'm out. If Connie ever found out he'd be destroyed and I would never purposely hurt him; even worse would be hurting Richard. He's only eight, Brad; he'd be devastated if his dad wasn't living with us, and he'd probably hate me when he got old enough to understand why."
"Jesus, Char, in the first place, your husband hasn't a clue that we even know each other. He was in my office for ten minutes. Take it easy, I didn't say or do anything to tip him off or make him suspicious in any way. I thought last week was great; I look forward to getting together again, I don't want to quit."
"Brad, If Connie ever found out, he'd divorce me for sure, I know he would. Holly would probably do the same to you. I really think we should just cool it."
"You're right, Holly would divorce me, but I'm telling you everything is fine. If I thought for one minute that there was a chance of us being discovered, I'd agree, but no one knows anything, not Holly and not Connie.
"Now--are you ready for the really good news?"
"What's that?"
"Last week, before I even knew who we hired, Dennison was talking about sending the photographer to Europe for a couple of weeks to scout locations and get a feel for that market. Holly already knows about the campaign so I'll tell her I have to work late several nights over the next few weeks and you and I can spend some quality time together."
"He's going to send Connie overseas? Where?"
"I'm not sure, what do you care anyway? This'll be a great opportunity for us."
"What do I care? Listen, stud, if I get the opportunity to spend two weeks in Europe with Connie, you're going to be left choking the chicken."
That was disheartening to hear, it also made him angry and he lashed out. "Well, don't get your hopes up, Dennison would never pay for a spouse to go along. He considers it a business trip, not a vacation. Besides, who would look after your kid... you couldn't even get that much time off from work."
Charlene had already been half-daydreaming about Europe and missed the angry inflections in her lover's diatribe. "Yeah, you're right about work. Maybe I could go for a week and come back. I'll see what Connie says."
Without realizing it, the more she talked the more Charlene pissed him off. "Fine," he said curtly, "I've got to go, let me know what you decide, bye," and he disconnected.
She looked at her phone when the line went dead but wasn't concerned; she was more concerned with how to talk her husband into taking her to Europe with him. She knew she had a week's vacation coming at work, the biggest problem, as she saw it, was Connie himself.
When he was on a job, he was all business. From what Brad told her, this campaign could be a game-changer for her husband's career. She was sure he'd want to center all his concentration on the job and not have to worry about what his wife was doing on the streets of Europe. He also had a very protective nature; she'd not only have to convince him she wouldn't get in the way, but that she'd be safe in a strange land without him constantly by her side.
She was sure he'd give her the news as soon as he got home that night. That didn't give her much time to come up with a plan. She forgot about work and started writing down some ideas.
She started by drawing a line down a sheet of paper. On the left, she listed all the objections she knew Connie would bring up. On the other side, she wrote every rebuttal she could think of for each objection. She crossed out some of the weaker ones and focused on the strongest. If that didn't work, she'd get down and her knees and beg.
Just then she heard a knock and looked up to see Diane, one of her co-workers. "Ready?"
"Ready?" She asked sounding a little perplexed.
"Hello... lunch, you--me... remember?"
"Oh, I'm sorry, Di; is it lunchtime already? Let me grab my purse."
The Health Bar restaurant wasn't for everyone, but for two ladies who wanted a light, low-calorie lunch and worked only three blocks away, it was perfect; not to mention, they could sit outside and enjoy their meal.
They grabbed an outdoor table and took a seat only moments before the young waiter came over with a couple of menus. "Ladies, can I get you something to drink?"
Charlene spoke up first. "I already know what I want. I'll take the Salmon-stuffed Avocados and a glass of White Burgundy, please."
Diane was next, "And I'll have the Veggie Wrap and the same to drink."
"Yes, Ma'am," with that the young man turned and headed back into the restaurant.
Diane grinned at her friend, "He's cute."
"Di, he's young enough to be your son."
"He is NOT."
"Well, your younger brother anyway." They both giggled.
"So, what's going on? You looked like you were a million miles away when I knocked on your door."
"Don't tell anyone because I'm not even supposed to know yet, but my dear husband is going to Europe on business and I'm trying to figure out how to make him take me along."
"Withhold sex until he agrees, it works for me every time."
"No, that would just piss him off and that's the last thing I want to do."
"What do you mean, you're not even supposed to know yet?"
"A little birdie told me earlier this morning. I thought maybe Connie would call by now but he probably wants to wait until he can see my face as he breaks the news tonight. I'll have to practice my surprise look in the mirror," she giggled.
"What makes you think he won't want to take you along?"
"My husband is one of the friendliest, most personable, and humorous guys you'd ever want to meet... except when you put a camera in his hands, then he's all business. No kidding, the transformation is incredible.
"Years ago, before we were even married, he was hired by a company that produces those girly calendars for mechanic's shops. Back then he was just getting started and couldn't afford to turn down work. The money was good and his name would be listed as the photographer for national exposure. He was all excited... me, not so much.
"They were going out to a little lake in the middle of nowhere to shoot a naked model all spread out over some vintage motorcycle. I couldn't very well tell him not to take the job so I insisted I go along. I, of course, told him it wasn't a case of not trusting him, I just wanted to watch him at work.
"Anyway, when we drove out to the location there were a bunch of people already there. Connie found a chair for me so I could sit and watch. While he was getting his equipment set up, some of the other guys walked the motorcycle down by the lake and positioned it the way Connie wanted.
"I was actually having fun watching my soon-to-be-husband. He was in charge of everything. I was really proud of him. Then SHE walked out of a changing tent that was just a few feet away from me. I couldn't see much at first because she was wearing a full-length robe. She went over and was talking to Connie and it looked like he was telling her how he had everything planned out. When it came time to start shooting, she took the robe off and handed it to one of the other girls there.
"Shit, Di, I almost fainted. She was one of the most gorgeous women I'd ever seen. Her body was absolutely perfect, and of course, her pussy was shaved as smooth as a baby's butt. I'll tell you, a bolt of jealousy shot through me and it was all I could do to keep myself from running down there and stopping the whole thing."
Diane was hanging on every word, "So, what happened?"
"Absolutely nothing; if you didn't know better, by watching Connie you'd think he was taking pictures of a little old lady or something. He directed the whole thing, telling people where to move the lights and how to position the bike. He even mimicked some of the poses he wanted from the model while he moved around taking the shots.
"About halfway through, everyone stopped to take a break. Connie grabbed a couple bottles of water and brought one over for me. I asked him if he even knew he was taking pictures of a breathtaking, naked woman."
"What'd he say?"
"He said, of course, but when she steps in front of his camera, she and the bike simply become the subject of the shoot, nothing more, nothing less."
"Do you think maybe that was all for your benefit?"
"No, I've gotten to know some of the models he works with on a regular basis; they all say he's extremely professional and has never said or done anything inappropriate."
Charlene thought about what she just said. There wasn't a doubt in her mind that, even in the wake of all that temptation, Connie had never cheated on her. A pang of guilt shot through her like an electric shock.
Diane noticed her body language. "What's the matter?"
She looked up at her friend, "Huh, oh nothing; I just thought of something for a second." The two ladies continued to talk until it was time to go back to the office. Charlene still had trouble concentrating on her work.
As usual, she beat her husband home that night. His studio officially closed at five but he always had work he'd have to finish before leaving. All afternoon she'd been practicing. Since he hadn't called her with the news, she pictured him coming in all excited. He'd take her in his arms and kiss her passionately before telling her about his upcoming European trip. That would be her cue to ask the questions she had prepared and convince him to take her with.
Dinner was almost ready when she heard the front door. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath; be cool, she told herself, he can't suspect that you already know, just act casual. She greeted him as he entered the kitchen. "Hi, Honey."
Just as she had imagined, he took her by the arms and pulled her in for a kiss. "Mmm," he said after their lips parted, "something smells good."
"I bought a nice pot roast on the way home. There should be enough leftovers to make a couple of sandwiches for your lunch tomorrow." He thanked her verbally, followed by another kiss.
She was trying to act normal while waiting in extreme anticipation for his announcement but he still hadn't said anything. Her eagerness was building into anguish as they sat down to eat. She didn't think she'd have to prompt him but desperate circumstances caused desperate measures, "How was your day, Honey?"
"It was okay; how about yours?"
Now she was getting downright aggravated. Never once all day did she think she'd have to pry the news out of him. She had to be so careful. If he guessed she knew about the trip she had no way of explaining it. "I had lunch with my friend, Diane. I was telling her about the time you did that calendar shoot with the naked model."
"Oh, Jesus, Honey, that was years ago. What brought that up?"
"I was just bragging about my husband."
He laughed, "Honey, I've done a lot of shoots since then that are much more worthy of bragging rights."
"I know but that was the first time I was able to watch you work."
"You went with when I shot the album cover for that country singer. I remember because you were making googly eyes at him the whole time," he laughed.
"I... I wasn't making googly eyes," she chuckled, "he was the first famous person I'd ever met. I was kind of infatuated, that's all."
Connie chuckled again but didn't say anything more. Charlene couldn't understand why he hadn't said anything about the trip, and then it hit her... a scenario for which she had no contingency plan--her diabolical husband was going to wait until the last minute before spilling the beans. That way she'd never be able to get off work in time to go with. That son-of-a-bitch! She thought. Now what?
As the night progressed, she became more and more angry. Well, she thought, he can forget about getting any nookie tonight, that's for sure. They had no set routine or schedule, sometimes they made love and sometimes they had sex two or three times a week, and sometimes more. Whenever either of them was in the mood they'd let the other know and rarely did the other not reciprocate. However; if Connie wanted sex that night he'd be out of luck as far as Charlene was concerned.
The next day, Diane was waiting for her at work. "So, did you convince him to take you along?" She knew the answer from the scowl on Charlene's face.
"I never even got the chance," she grumbled. "I thought sure he'd be bursting at the seems to tell me about the trip as soon as he walked in last night but unh-ah, he never said a word."
"You're kidding... "
"No, I'm not. The son-of-a-bitch is going to wait until the very last minute, then spring it on me. He knows I'd never be able to get off of work on such short notice."
"Oh, shit... so, what are you going to do?"
"I don't think there's anything I can do. I was awake almost all last night trying to think of some way to bring it up but I'm stuck; remember, I'm not supposed to know anything about it."
"Yeah, your little birdie; you never did tell me how you found out."
"That's my secret. I did think of one possibility before I finally fell asleep last night but I can't figure out how to pull it off."
"What is it?"
"Connie has a young assistant named John. I'm sure he knows all about the trip. I thought if I knew when Connie would be out of the studio, I could call with some kind of excuse and talk to him. I'll bet with just a little prompting, I could get him to tell me about the trip. The problem is, I really have no reason to call the studio, and even if I could think of something, I'd have no idea if Connie was there or not. He's in and out all the time."
"Yeah, that doesn't sound very promising, Char."
"I know--damn it, it's not fair, he gets to spend two weeks in Europe while I sit at home. I really wanted to go."
Once again, Charlene didn't have a very productive day at work. Later that afternoon, Brad heard his burner phone ringing from his desk drawer. There was only one person who had the number so he didn't have to see the display to know who was calling. He was still a little miffed from the previous day's conversation. "Yeah," he answered.
Charlene was a little taken aback by the unusual greeting. "Oh, come on, Brad, don't pout. If you had your choice between going to Europe for a week or staying here to screw me two or three times, what would it be?"
"Yeah, okay; so, did you convince hubby to take you along?"
"No, he didn't even mention it and I can't very well let on that I know about the trip now, can I." She heard him chuckle. "It's not funny, Brad. Damn it, I'd give my eye teeth to go on that trip and Connie knows it. I'm sure he figures I'd be in the way so he's not going to say anything until it's too late to schedule vacation time."
"You want to get revenge?"
She sighed at the lack of sympathy in his voice. "And how would I do that?"
"I have a friend who's having some marital problems. He could use a little pick-me-up; interested in a three-some?"
"No, Brad, I'm not interested in any three-some. You didn't tell him about us, did you?"
"No, of course not, I wasn't going to say anything before talking to you; I've got a marriage to protect too, don't forget. I just thought it might be a way to get back at hubby, that's all."
"Well, I'm not interested; anyway, do you know when is he supposed to leave?"
"No, Connie said he had to rearrange his schedule. I think he's supposed to call Dennison next week sometime and let him know when he can go."
"Okay."
"So, does this mean we're getting together when he's gone?"
"No, Brad, I told you, I'm done. I don't know what ever possessed me to cheat on Connie but I won't do it again."
"Oh come on, cheer up, gorgeous, I'll make you forget all about Europe."
"Ah-huh, I've got to go, Brad." As she disconnected she wondered how she ever got involved with an egotistical jerk like Brad in the first place. In the back of her mind, she knew the answer, she just didn't like to admit it... it was a selfish and thoughtless impulse; Brad just happened to be at the right place at the right time. Jealously, she thought, also played a part. She was jealous of her husband's job. While she sat behind a desk all day, he was always meeting new people and traveling to neat places for shoots. Her little tryst at the time, was the only way she could think of to put a little excitement in her own life.
She'd been considering it for a few months but not really seriously until she met Brad through a friend. He was good-looking, personable, and she knew immediately he'd be a willing participant. He also knew how to keep his mouth shut. The fact that he was pretty good in bed was just icing on the cake but she soon discovered the fleeting thrill of doing something so depraved just wasn't worth it. She risked everything and for what?
Lately, he'd been getting on her nerves. They'd only been together once but Brad was pushing her for an ongoing thing. He knew she was feeling extremely guilty and was trying to convince her the way around it was to continue; he said, "The more you do it the easier it gets and the guilt goes away after a while." So far, he had not talked her into it but with hubby going away for two weeks, she knew he would try his darndest to change that.
The following week was downright torture. Charlene was royally pissed but couldn't show it. The frustration was building to a point where she thought she'd explode and yet she had to smile, play kissy-face, and act like her sweet, lovable self. Wait, she thought, just wait til he finally tells me; I going to give him a piece of my mind.



It was Thursday afternoon, almost two weeks since she first learned of the trip when her cell rang. When she saw it was Connie, she almost didn't answer it. On the third ring, she finally hit connect. She didn't sound very enthusiastic when she answered, "Yeah, Hon."
"Hi, Honey, having a bad day? You sound a little down."
She really wasn't in the mood for a lot of happy banter. "Just busy, Hon... what's up?"
"I just wanted to give you a heads up, we're going out to dinner tonight. I made reservations at Mr. Kelly's for seven-thirty."
"On a Thursday night; what's the occasion?"
"No occasion, I just thought I'd treat my loving wife to a gourmet meal that she didn't have to cook herself."
"I'll have to call Mrs. Burdett to see if she can babysit on such short notice."
"Already taken care of; in fact, she's going to pick him up from school. I already informed his teacher."
"Jesus, Honey, it sounds like you've thought of everything. Okay, what time will you be home?"
"No later than six. That should give us plenty of time."
"Okay, I'll see you later, Hon." They said their "I love yous," before disconnecting. Charlene sat there for a minute, thinking. They hardly ever went out on a weeknight. What could... then it hit her... the son-of-a-bitch was going to tell her about the trip during dinner. He figures I won't make a scene in a swanky place like Mr. Kelly's--maybe not, but wait until the drive home! I may never talk to him again after this, she told herself.
Again, she was absolutely fuming when she got home but couldn't show it. Instead, she had to act happy and thankful. Her nerves felt like someone had scraped over them with a cheese grader by the time they reached the restaurant. She wondered if she'd be able to hold it together until they got back into the car. She just MIGHT explode right there and let everyone in the place know what kind of a dirty, low-down, SOB she had as a husband.
He didn't say a thing through dinner. It wasn't until after they ordered dessert that he reached into the inside pocket of his suitcoat, pulled out an envelope, and laid it on the table in front of her.
"What's this?"
"Open it and find out."
She opened it and found an airline ticket. Her mouth opened but all she could say was "Ah, ah, ah... "
He had a big smile across his face, "I've been dying to tell you but I wanted to make it a surprise. You and I are going to Europe for two weeks. We leave on Sunday morning. We have to change planes in New York, then we're bound for London.
"I'm afraid it's a working trip for me but it won't be bad. It's basically just a scouting trip. I'm only taking a couple of cameras with me. I have to shoot possible locations for a big advertising campaign but I'm not doing any commercial shooting on this trip at all. We'll have a guide who'll take us around to some of the more scenic locations. From London we go to Paris, and from Paris to Rome. We'll spend four days in each place." Charlene was still staring at the ticket and hadn't said a thing yet. "Well?" he asked.
"I... I don't know what to say... Honey, this is incredible, but I... I don't think I can get the time off work... I..."
"Everything is all taken care of, Honey. That's why it took me so long to tell you; plus, I had to rearrange my schedule. I talked to your boss. He said he thought the trip would do you good and agreed to give you the time off, and your mother is going to take care of Rich for us.
"Between last-minute preparations, packing, and taking Richard to your mother's, Saturday's going to be busy as hell, so I even got you tomorrow off so you can do some shopping before we go." He chuckled at the surprised expression on his wife's face. "Am I a super husband or what!" he said with a laugh.
Charlene almost bumped into their waiter when she jumped from her chair, ran around the table, and threw her arms around Connie's neck before peppering him with kisses. The waiter stood politely by until she returned to her seat before setting their desserts down and refilling their coffee cups.
Later that night, after making sure their son was sound asleep, Connie and Charlene slipped between the sheets. She had completely forgotten about all the mean and demeaning things she thought about him. "Okay, Mr. Super Husband, this is YOUR night. Just lie back and enjoy."
He wasn't going to argue, Connie laced his fingers together, put his hands behind his head, and lay back on his pillow. He was grinning from ear to ear as he closed his eyes and felt his wife's magic lips nibbling on his neck.
It didn't take long before he felt himself getting hard. She nibbled on his earlobe and again his neck working her way down to his nipples. There she spent some time nipping and biting them. She was driving him insane and his cock was so hard he was in pain. The skin was stretched so tight he thought he would burst through it.
Char's left hand started to wander south. "Oh, my," she said when she brushed his hard shaft. She took her middle finger and thumb and flicked the head with a chuckle.
"Oh, God, I'm about to burst." By that time Char was looking at him through his legs. She licked his balls and then ran her tongue up and down his steel-like cock. "Oh, oh, oh, Honey I can't take it, please, just hop on and ride me like Annie Oakley."
Char moved up placing a knee on either side and slowly lowered her until she felt his pole slip inside of her. She started moving her hips in a slow, rocking motion but soon supported herself on his flat stomach while she jumped up and down.
She knew her man was about to cum. She closed her eyes and focused. Suddenly they both erupted in passion and euphoria. Connie grabber her around the waist and held her in place as he came again and again and again.
Finally, Charlene collapsed forward, onto his chest. It was several minutes before she could roll off to his side and another couple before either of them could talk. "Damn," he said between heavy breaths, "I didn't know you could ride so well."
"Hi, ho Silver," she joked back.
As soon as he was ready again, they made slow, passionate, love to one another and finally fell asleep in each other's arms.
Even though she didn't have to get up, Charlene slipped out of bed as soon as she heard the shower. She was going to make sure her "super hubby" started the day with a good breakfast.
"Eggs Benedict?"
"Only the best for my wonderful husband," she replied. She could see he was dressed for work. "You arranged the day off for me but not yourself?"
"Yeah, there's no way I can take off today. I was able to push a couple of the bigger jobs off for a couple of weeks but I had to move one up to today."
"Can't John shoot it? You're always telling me how good he's doing?"
"Not this one; he'll shoot the smaller jobs over the next couple of weeks but I'm doing a location fashion shoot today. There's no way he could handle that by himself."
"Does that mean you'll be late getting home?"
"Probably; actual shooting time will only be four or five hours but post-processing is going to take some time. After selecting the best fifteen or twenty shots, I'll have to do the basic editing before I can send them to the retoucher for the finishing touches. He'll send them directly to the client for me when he's done. If I don't finish them tonight, I'll have to go in early tomorrow for a couple hours and I really don't want to do that if I can avoid it."
After Connie left, Charlene took a shower, put on her face, and wasted no time getting to the mall where she intended to spend a leisurely day of shopping and was completely unaware that Brad was trying to get ahold of her.
It was about ten that morning when he first called but she, like him, kept her burner phone on vibrate and locked in the bottom drawer of her desk at work. He tried again just before noon, hoping to get her before she left for lunch, and again at one, hoping to get ahold of her when she came back.
He had a meeting with his staff that lasted until four. He tried calling Charlene again as soon as he got back to his office and two more times before going home. He had news he really wanted to share and was disappointed not being able to talk to her.
Just as Connie predicted, Saturday was busy from morning to night. Richard wasn't happy that Mommy and Daddy were going without him and was in a bad mood most of the day. They were finally able to placate him with promises to bring back lots of toys. When they dropped him off at Char's parents, they too wanted to hear about their itinerary but time was getting short. They picked up a pizza on the way home and were finally able to hit the sack after making sure they had everything ready to go in the morning.
Charlene was a little nervous at O'Hare; she wasn't what you'd call, a seasoned flyer but the calm demeanor of her husband was enough for her to settle down and enjoy the flight. She had never been to New York before and was excited to see the Statue of Liberty from the plane as they landed at LaGuardia.
They had forty-five minutes between flights so they took their time and visited a few of the little airport tourist shops on the way to their gate. As they approached the check-in counter...
"Oh, you gotta be kidding me... "
Charlene looked into the aggravated face of her husband, "What's the matter?"
"It looks like we're going to have a babysitter. That guy over there works for the company that's sending me on this trip," he said, nodding his head in the direction of a couple standing near the windows.
Charlene turned her head to look and gasped, "Oh, my G... " she inadvertently blurted out.
Connie wondered what she saw to cause such a reaction. "What?"
She had to think fast, "Oh, it's nothing; I... I thought I saw a movie star but it's not him. Who are you talking about?" Her legs were like rubber as she locked eyes with Brad. His reaction was almost the same as hers. Connie was a little too far away to catch it but Holly, Brad's wife, did and looked suspiciously at Charlene.
"Well," Connie said, sounding annoyed, "come on, I'll introduce you." Scared shitless, Charlene followed her husband toward, what she considered to be, impending doom. Connie didn't hide his irritation as he addressed Brad. "Well, it looks like I have a babysitter. Hi," he said, faking a smile and holding out his hand. "I'm sorry, I don't remember your name."
Grinning like a Cheshire Cat, he introduced himself while shaking hands. "Brad, Brad Orwell, this is my wife, Holly."
Connie put his hand on the small of his wife's back to present her, "This is my wife, Charlene."
Brad reached out to shake her hand, "Mrs. Young."
"Oh, call me, Char, please." She didn't want him calling her Char by mistake and thought it was the easiest way to avoid the problem.
Holly was next to reach out, "Char, you're very pretty," she said with a smile.
Charlene found it was almost impossible to smile at the comment. She'd seen a picture of her on Brad's phone but meeting her in person intensified her guilt. She forced a smile anyway, thanked her for the compliment, and returned it.
Holly had assumed her husband found their traveling companion attractive and figured that was the reason for his earlier reaction. Her "pretty" comment was a signal to let him know she was aware of the attraction, in case he had any ideas.
They still had fifteen minutes before boarding so they found some seats where they could sit together. "Connie, I assure you I wasn't sent to babysit. Last week Mr. Dennison offered me the job of heading up sales for all of Europe. It's an incredible offer but I'm not sure I want it. The pay would be great but I've never even thought of moving to a different country. I told him I'd have to talk it over with Holly but she isn't sure either. If we do move, we'd have to take her mother with us. She's not in the best of health and we don't know how much longer she has so Holly wants to spend as much time with her as possible.
"Thursday, before going home, Mr. Dennison called me into his office and asked if I'd made a decision yet. When I told him no he said he wanted Holly and I to go with you on the trip. He said it would give us a chance to see it for ourselves and help us make up our minds. He'd already made all the travel arrangements and booked us into nice rooms in the same hotels as you'll be staying in. We had to really rush to get here in time but we made it; so, I guess you're stuck with us for the next two weeks," he said with a chuckle.
"I see; okay, I thought he sent you to make sure I did my job."
"No, no, not at all; Mr. Dennison loves your work and has every confidence in you, believe me."
"That's good to hear, thanks."
Brad, still finding the situation a little funny, was confident everything would be fine; in fact, he was entertaining thoughts of the two of them somehow getting together once or twice on the trip. Charlene, on the other hand, was scared to death. One slip of the tongue could ruin her marriage. It was at that moment, she decided it wasn't worth it. If she got through the next two weeks unscathed, she would never again be so stupid...not with Brad...not with anyone.
The two couples sat far enough apart on the plane that Connie and Charlene were able to converse without worrying about being heard. Still, Connie kept his voice down. "I hope this works out. If they turn out to be a nice couple maybe you and them can see some of the sights while I do the location scouting."
"No, I want to be with you, not some strangers." She was very adamant.
"Okay, Honey, that's fine, I just have no idea where the guides will be taking me."
"Where you go, I go," she replied. "I want us to stay together. I know you have to work but I want this to be as much like a vacation as it can be."
He turned to look at her with a smile and took her hand. She strained against her seat belt to give him a peck on the lips.
As the plane taxied to the runway, Charlene sat back in her seat, her heart was pounding with fear as she watched out the window. She was both furious with Brad for his cavalier attitude and scared to death that they would be discovered.
The plane made a right-angle turn and sat for only a moment before Charlene heard the whine from the engines ramp up in tone and suddenly they were on the move. She watched as the land, water, and boats all fell away quickly; soon there was only water. It was a little scary. She reached over and touched Connie's arm. "How long does it take to get there?"
"A little over seven hours," he replied.
Seven hours, she closed her eyes and lay her head back against the seat; seven hours with nothing to do but worry about the next two weeks. Between getting ready for the trip and the anticipation of getting up so early, neither she nor Connie got a lot of rest the night before. She took a few deep breaths and tried to relax. The monotonous drone of the engines helped and she slipped into dreamland. Unfortunately, her dreams weren't pleasant.
Occasionally, she'd make grunting sounds and turned her head from side to side. Connie wondered if he should wake her but based on his own fatigue, he knew she needed the rest. Finally, she woke up with a start; her eyes wildly looked around until she realized where she was. She saw Connie beside her and calmed down.
"Are you okay? You were twitching and making all kinds of noises. Were you dreaming?"
"I... I guess so. I don't remember. Where are we, any idea?"
Connie looked at his watch, "We've been in the air for about three hours so we're a little less than halfway there."
She looked out the window again--still nothing but water. "God, this is a long trip. What time will it be in London when we land?"
Connie did a quick calculation, "Ah, about ten o'clock."
"At night?"
"I'm afraid so, Hon... it was nine o'clock Chicago time when we left New York, seven hours in the air and they're six hours ahead of us."
"Yeah, but that's only what... four o'clock in the afternoon, our time; how are we supposed to sleep?"
"Sleep? I'm trying to figure out how we can sneak into Westminster Abbey to make love." She didn't say a word... just looked at him with an expression that made him laugh. "Okay," he chuckled, "that may be a little overzealous, we could try doing it in the middle of the Tower Bridge."
"Isn't that where they tortured everyone? Does that seem apropos to you?"
Again, he laughed, "No, you're right. Okay, how about just keeping the drapes open so we can see the city as we make love in our hotel room?"
"I'll go along with that," she said with a smile. She caught the eye of one of the flight attendants and asked for a couple of magazines to kill some time. It wasn't long afterward that they served a full-course meal. By the time they were done and Charlene had finished her wine, they had about two more hours before landing. She spent it talking to her husband.
It had been a while since they'd just sat down and talked. They covered a variety of topics, everything from politics to concerns regarding their parents. It was nice to just relax with the man she loved. About the time the pilot announced they were starting their descent into Heathrow Airport, she had almost completely forgotten about Brad... until they met again at the luggage conveyor.
Brad was all smiles. "Hey, you two, long flight, huh. I was trying to figure out how Holly and I could join the mile-high club but she chickened out," he laughed. Holly looked embarrassed, Connie thought it was inappropriate since they had just met, and Charlene wanted to kick him in the balls. "So, what do you two have planned for the evening?"
"Rest," Connie immediately answered. "We didn't get a lot of sleep last night and we're both beat; besides, tomorrow's going to be a busy day. My guide is going to meet us in the lobby at seven-thirty."
Brad didn't miss the "us" in Connie's statement. "Oh, I was hoping we'd have breakfast together but that's a little early for us. How about you, Char, you want to have breakfast with us? We're figuring about nineish. You'd be able to sleep a little longer.
"We have a bunch of tours lined up too; one a day. Usually, you have to book ahead of time for stuff like that but Mr. Dennison hooked us up with a guy who can get us tickets for just about anything, I'm sure he can get more for you. We're going on a tour of Windsor Castle tomorrow, Stonehenge is next then Jack the Ripper's territory, and another one I can't think of right now. What do you say, you want to join us?"
Connie was starting to not like Brad. He thought it was rather brazen to invite his wife like that without even checking with him first. He was about to say something but Char beat him to it. "No thanks," she replied a little sharply, "I'm sticking with my husband."
Again, Connie missed it but Holly saw the look of disappointment on her husband's face and it reminded her of a very bad time in their marriage... a time years ago when she caught him cheating. He promised never to do it again but she was starting to wonder...
"Okay," Brad replied, "well the invite's open if you change your mind."
They rode the courtesy bus and checked into the hotel together before going to their rooms. Once Connie and Charlene were alone, he opened up. "I'm starting to dislike Brad. Did you see how embarrassed Holly was when he made that mile-high comment and then invited you to go with them like that; I guess he was just trying to be sociable but it would have been nice if he'd checked with me before just asking."
The last thing Charlene wanted was to have her husband fixated on Brad. "He was just trying to be friendly, Honey, don't let it bother you, please. Let's just forget about him and enjoy our trip." She walked over to the patio doors, "Oh, look, Hon, you can see the Tower Bridge from here."



Connie walked over and put his arm around his wife as they stared out over the city. "I can't believe we're actually here," she whispered. Connie unlocked the glass sliding door and they stepped out onto the balcony to enjoy the cool night air.
In another room, Holly Orwell was angrily tossing her suitcase on the king-sized bed. Brad noticed her attitude, "What's wrong with you?"
"What's going on, Brad, are you sleeping with her?"
She had seen that look on her husband's face before. It wasn't the look of guilt, it was the look of fear at being discovered. "Who?" he asked, trying to sound innocent.
"Brad Orwell, so help me God, if I find out you're sleeping with that woman there'll be no third chances. I'll kick your ass to the curb so fast you won't know what hit you."
"I don't even know who the hell you're talking about, Honey."
"You know damn well who I'm talking about... Connie's wife. You've been fawning over her the whole trip. That embarrassing crack about the mile-high club was for her benefit, wasn't it."
"A... I'm sorry, I was just trying to be funny." Brad looked into his wife's face and saw real anger. "Look, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to embarrass you. As far as sleeping with her, hell, Honey, I never even met her until the airport."
Holly thought about it; it was unlikely they knew each other before that. Maybe, just maybe he could be telling the truth. That's the trouble, she thought, once you've betrayed someone's trust, it's almost impossible to ever fully get it back.
She'd like to think she was wrong but those old feelings of distrust were re-emerging; if she WAS wrong, however, she didn't want to spoil two weeks in Europe so she was leaning toward giving him the benefit of the doubt. She took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh, "Okay, they've got their agenda and we have ours, let's keep it that way."
"Of course, Honey." His sigh of relief was silent and undetectable but it was there. He'd dodged a bullet, he'd have to be more careful in the future. He hadn't completely abandoned the idea of screwing Charlene while in Europe--yet anyway; it was the first thing he thought of when seeing her at the airport in New York. He knew she was worried about her marriage but was still confident he could talk her into it just like he did in Chicago; he just had to convince her there was no way they could get caught. They'd have to be extremely careful considering the confrontation he'd just had with his wife.
Charlene and Connie held hands as they gazed out at the city. Charlene looked up. "Did you plan that?"
Connie's eyes lifted upward, "You mean the full moon? Absolutely," he replied. Just then the air was filled with the sound of chimes.
Charlene looked to the left to see where the melody was coming from but couldn't see anything. "That must be a church or something."
Connie looked at his watch, it was still on Chicago time. "It's a quarter to five at home, a quarter to twelve here; I'm pretty sure that was Big Ben. It must be around the corner."
"Big Ben, I thought that gonged on the hour?"
"It does but it also plays chimes every fifteen minutes."
"Quarter to twelve... what time do we have to get up?"
"We should probably set the alarm for five-thirty; I figure about an hour for us to shower and get dressed and another hour for breakfast."
"I know you wanted to celebrate our first night here, Hon, but if you're too tired, I completely understand."
"Honey, we will never have another first night in London, I'm not about to waste it by sleeping... not when I can commemorate it by making love to my wife."
She chuckled with anticipation, "Are we really going to leave the drapes open?"
"We sure are."
They'd made love hundreds of times before but that night there was more than just the sights and sounds of passion, there was a whole new dimension of souls intertwining within each other.
*****
For all intents and purposes, after only a couple hours of sleep, Connie should have been dragging the next morning; instead, he and Charlene woke up ready to meet the day. They decided to do their part for water conservation and showered together taking full advantage of soaping each other down and making sure certain parts of their spouse's anatomy was very clean. After getting dressed, Connie checked his camera bag to make sure he had everything he needed before heading down to the restaurant for breakfast.
Charlene was so excited she could hardly contain herself. "Any idea at all where we'll be going?"
"Not really," Connie replied, "remember, the shots are going to be used for the European market so I doubt I'll be shooting the standard tourist attractions. I'm guessing our guide will take us to areas that are more familiar with the locals.
Charlene glanced over Connie's shoulder and put her hand over her mouth to hide her smirk. "Don't look now, Honey, but there's a guy walking this way who looks just like he stepped out of that "Third Man," movie," she chuckled but became embarrassed when the man stopped at their table.
He was thin and dressed in Levis with a tan vest and matching tweed sports jacket with patches on the elbows. In his left hand, he carried an English-style flat hat. "Excuse me," he said with an obvious English accent, "are you Mr..." he glanced at a small piece of paper, "Young?"
"That's me," Connie replied.
"Oh, jolly good; I know I'm early but I came in here to grab some breakfast and saw your professional looking camera bag. My name is Reginald Jamieson, I'm your guide. I say, do you mind if I join you?"
"Not at all, pull up a chair. This is my wife, Charlene." The Englishman reached over and shook her hand. "So pleasant to meet you both; please, call me Reggie."
Trying desperately not to laugh at what she considered to be the caricature of an English gentleman, "I'm pleased to meet you, Reggie."
Just then the waitress approached their table and asked what he wanted for breakfast. "Just some tea and toast, please."
"So, Reggie, before you arrived, Charlene was asking where we're going to go. What are your plans?"
"Well, I talked to Mr. Dennison several times over the phone. The only directions he gave me was he didn't want to see anything he'd see every time he picked up a travel brochure."
"Yeah, that's pretty much the same thing he told me."
"Well, I thought we'd start at Kew Gardens. There are several locally prominent landmarks on the property. There is a Japanese Pagoda tree that was planted twenty-five years before the rebel rebellion."
Connie furrowed his brow as he tried to think, "rebel rebellion?" He questioned.
"I believe you Yanks called it the Revolutionary War."
Both Connie and Charlene chuckled. "You're not still ticked off about that, are you?" Connie asked.
Reggie grinned, "Just pulling your chain as you Yanks, say," he laughed. "I'm sure you'll find a gallery of sights and locations to your liking. From there, I have several other areas around the city that I think you'll find very interesting.
"Tomorrow, I thought we'd spend the day in East Sussex. It's about a two hour drive but well worth it. The Bodiam Castle is out there. It dates back to the fourteenth century. I got a special dispensation for you to go anywhere you like; you'll get to photograph places where most people aren't even allowed. From there, I thought we'd go to Camber Sands Beach. The sand is a beautiful golden color and it backs up into towering sand dunes. If we have time, we could shoot down the coast to Brighton. The Palace Pier is incredible."
"Reggie, it sure sounds like you know what you're doing," Connie commented.
"Yeah," Charlene added, "It sounds wonderful."
"When I got the call from Mr. Dennison, I checked in with the Minister of Tourism. Between us, I think we've come up with some jolly good locations for you."
Reggie wasn't wrong. Connie and Charlene were treated like royalty everywhere they went and were having the time of their lives. Before leaving the US, Connie had purchased six new SD cards, each one capable of storing approximately three thousand photos of the highest quality, and was beginning to wonder if he had enough.
They hadn't even thought of Brad and Holly until running into them in the hotel restaurant on the third night and wound up having dinner with them. Brad was going on and on about their tours but Char and Connie were exhausted after their ten hours on a train to and from Northern England and the incredible Roman ruins that ran throughout the territory.
It was a lot of walking but Connie shot several hundred photos and knew he'd be back when it was time to start shooting for the campaign. By the time they returned to the hotel, all they wanted to do was get something to eat and hit the sack. It was the first night they hadn't made love with the drapes open since arriving.
Their last day of shooting was more of the same. By the time they were ready to leave for France, both Connie and Char were in awe of the beauty they were leaving behind. Luckily, Connie had over thirty-five hundred shots for reminders.
"So, did you get any good pictures?" It was a little past three in the morning, way too early to put up with Brad's bullshit. Both Connie and Charlene let out a small sigh as he and Holly joined them while waiting for the hotel's courtesy bus to take them to Dover. From there, they would all take the ferry across the English Channel to Calais, France. There they'd have an hour layover before catching the train to Paris, an hour Connie and Charlene intended to use for breakfast.
Connie turned his head to see Brad, "That I did," he replied with a false smile.
"How many pictures did you take?"
"Around thirty-five hundred."
"Jesus, well, I guess you must have one or two good ones out of all those."
Holly looked at him, "Brad, sometimes you can be such an unbelievable ass. He's a professional, I'm sure he got over thirty-five hundred excellent photographs."
"Well, a-yeah, of course," he looked back at Connie, "I didn't mean to insult you; I know you're a good photographer."
Connie forced another false smile but it was getting harder and harder. "Don't worry about it." Just then the courtesy bus pulled up and they all piled in.
For the last few days, Charlene had been able to relax and enjoy spending time with her husband but Brad's derogatory remarks at the hotel had started her worrying all over again. It wasn't a slip of the tongue. Brad wasn't that stupid; he knew exactly what he was saying in an attempt to diminish Connie's work... Why--who knows? The guy was simply an asshole.
The two couples were together as they boarded the boat but Connie was determined to correct that. "Brad, you and Holly go ahead; Char and I are going to stay back here so I can get some shots of the shoreline." Brad looked like he was about to argue but Holly took his arm and pulled him along.
"Good thinking, Honey; I really wasn't looking forward to spending the next two and a half hours with them. Holly's okay but Brad is intolerable."
"Yeah, I have to agree. It wasn't all BS though, I do want to get shots of the white cliffs as the sun hits them. I understand there'll be more white clifts as we approach Calais."
Connie grabbed his Nikon and started shooting anything that looked interesting. As they made their way out further into the channel, he caught some great shots as the low morning sun shined through the water and lit up the White Cliffs of Dover.
Charlene was a little nervous. She didn't even like going out in Lake Michigan in their friend's boat; the thought of crossing the English Channel and not being about to see land for a time was not her favorite part of the trip. She stayed by her husband's side to feel safe.
Mr. and Mrs. Orwell walked around the ship for a while and settled on a couple of lounge chairs on the starboard side. Holly glanced over to the woman in the next chair, there was something about her that screamed American. She leaned over, "Eh, excuse me but are you by any chance American."
The woman looked her way. "Yes, Newport Beach, California, and you?"
"Chicago," Holly answered with a smile. "I'm Holly Orwell, this is my husband, Brad." Brad looked over and nodded but the woman was older and not very good looking so he really wasn't interested. The two ladies, however, struck up a conversation; meanwhile, Brad tried his best to be discreet as he ogled the pretty women.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the opportunity he'd been hoping for. Charlene was wandering around in search of a ladies' room. "Honey," he said, trying to sound as casual as possible, "I'm going to stretch my legs and walk around a little more."
Holly, still engulfed in conversation, paid little attention. "Okay, Brad."
He quickly glanced around to make sure the coast was clear then nonchalantly started working his way toward his target. He was just a couple of feet behind her as she disappeared behind a door marked "Ladies." He walked into the men's room and found it empty, perfect, he thought. He stepped back out and kept a vigilant watch while waiting for Charlene. She didn't have to look at who grabbed her wrist as she walked out, she knew that voice, "Come on."
She yanked her arm opposite his pull and broke his grip, "What are you doing?"
"The men's room is clear. We can grab a quickie. I'm hoping to get two or three in by the time we have to go back."
"You're nuts, Brad; you're bat shit crazy if you think I'd take a chance like that."
"Char, think about it, you and me getting in a few quick fucks right under their noses. What a kick it would be."
"Brad, when this trip is finished, I hope never to see you again and I'm certainly never going to fuck you again. Ever since you told me Connie was in your office, I've been trying to work out why I slept with you in the first place."
"Because you needed something different to break the monotony," he replied confidently, "it's why anyone cheats."
"I'm sure it's more complicated than that, Dr. Freud, but in any event, I'll never do it again."
"Oh, sure you will, and when you get the urge, look me up." He didn't hide his anger as he turned his back and entered the men's room. Char rubbed the red mark left on her arm from pulling away and went off to find her husband. She could feel her anger building at Brad's brashness. Did he really think I'd fuck him in the men's room, she asked herself.
By the time she saw her husband, she had to stop, take a few deep breaths, and give herself some time to try and calm down; even so, she wasn't very successful.
"You okay, Honey, you look a little flush."
"Yeah, I'm fine; you know me and boats," she replied, laughing it off. Having taken the shots he wanted as they left, they had nothing to do until they sighted land in front of them. They wandered around the boat for a while and found a couple of chairs to sit and relax; unfortunately, that was easier said than done for Char. Her run-in with Brad had brought back the feelings of dread and fear that she felt in the airport. She was deep in thought when her husband's voice broke through...
"Hello, earth to Char."
"Uh, oh, I'm sorry, Honey; I was just thinking about what a wonderful trip this has been so far, I wonder if France will be as exciting as England?"
"I would imagine the countryside will be every bit as pretty, from what I understand, though, don't be surprised if the people aren't as friendly."
"Yeah, I've heard the rumors about the French; hopefully, we'll be pleasantly surprised," she replied, closing her eyes and settling back in her chair.
Brad was angry and decided to walk it off but the more he thought about Charlene's rejection the more angry he became. He was starting to plot his revenge... I wonder if I could talk the old man into hiring another photographer. That would teach her. What would convince him though? He really likes Connie's work so it would have to be something grievous.
Charlene's hopes came true. Maybe the people could have been a little more pleasant but the aesthetics of the countryside were stunning, and unlike the UK, they didn't have to do a lot of traveling. Most of the places their guide took them were in or very near to Paris.
Connie was going wild, composing hundreds of shots everywhere they went. The first day, Honore', their guide, took them to the oldest section of the city. It looked like eighteenth-century Paris. There were cobblestone streets and architecture like you'd see in movies of the French Revolution. There were also four beautiful gardens, each one unique in appearance. They spent the entire day there.
The second day, Honore' took them to an abandoned railway line that dated back to 1862, then to a more contemporary setting called the Promenade Plantee'. It was an elevated walkway where the trees were lush and small pools dotted the landscape.
When Honore' brought them back to the hotel that afternoon, he apologized, "Monsieur Young, I am so sorry but I have an important matter I have to take care of tomorrow morning and won't be able to pick you up until eleven o'clock, but I promise you, there will be plenty of time for your photography.
We will spend the day at Parc des Buttes-Chaumont. It is an elevated park with a beautiful view from high over the city. Its history dates back to the thirteenth century. It has a Roman-style temple on the top of a mountain, a beautiful lake with a long suspension bridge over it, and a wonderful grotto with a seventy-five-foot waterfall. I think you will be impressed."
"Oh, Honey, that sounds gorgeous."
"Yeah, it sounds like I better take a couple extra SD cards. Ok, Honore', eleven o'clock it is. We'll meet you here in the lobby."
Because they could sleep longer the next morning, Charlene was going to dedicate that night to thanking her hubby with a night of sex he wouldn't forget.
The next morning, Char awoke still cuddled in her husband's embrace. She patted his bare chest. "Come on, sleepy head, wake up."
"Mmmm," he moaned with a smile, "I'm awake, I'm just still basking in the afterglow from last night."
"Well, let's afterglow ourselves into the shower and get something to eat, I'm starving."
Connie glanced at his phone, "I have a better idea, let's order room service. So far, we've been lucky and haven't run into good old Brad since we've been here but this is just about the time they'd be in the restaurant."
"Oh, yeah, good idea, Hon." They called down to have breakfast delivered and showered when they were done. They still had an hour to kill before Honore' arrived. Connie pulled out his laptop to go over some of the shots he had taken the day before. There wasn't anything for Char to do so she had an idea. "Hon, while you're going over your work, I'm going to run over to the toy store across the street and pick something up for Richard."
"You want me to go with you?"
"No, I won't be long. I'll be back in plenty of time."
"Okay, Honey, if you have any problems, call me."
"I will." And with that, she left the room and headed for the elevators. Brad was just leaving the coffee shop when he saw her. She was alone and headed out the main entrance of the hotel. When it came to pussy, Brad was never the kind to give up easily. He tried to catch up to her but by the time he got outside she was gone and he had no idea what direction she took.
"Damn it," he muttered to himself. Other than on the boat, it was the first time they were both alone and he wasn't about to let an opportunity like that slip through his fingers if he could help it. He took out his phone and sent her a text.
I see y r alone, me too. Holly is getting a spa treatment. I don't expect her back for a couple of hours. Meet me in room two-four-two.
Charlene answered him, NO!
"Fucking bitch." That did it, that's when he made up his mind he was going to try and get Connie fired. He returned to his room, pulled down his pants, lay on the bed, and jacked off to his thoughts of revenge.



Connie was just putting his laptop away when Char walked in. "Did you find something... something that's not too big to carry on the plane?"
"I did," she replied with a smile. "Look at these, they're jigsaw puzzles but they're three-dimensional. There's a different picture on each side."
Connie took one and looked at it from all sides, "Damn, Honey, these look complicated; you think he'll be able to put these together?"
"Oh, he'll figure them out but it'll be a challenge for him, that's for sure. Did you finish going through yesterday's shots?"
"Not by a long shot, I'm still trying to figure out how many images I'm going to give the agency from each place."
"You're not giving them to the guy who owns the company? What's his name..."
"Dennison? No, he's paying for all this but I'm still working with his ad agency." He glanced at his phone, "We'd better get down there, Honore' will be here any minute."
The park turned out to be everything Honore' said it was and more. During the short plane ride to Italy, Connie was thinking about how lucky they were. "Having a good time, Hon?" He asked.
"Honey, never in my life did I ever even dare to think of doing something like this. I will never be able to thank you enough for taking me along. I... I don't deserve it."
"What do you mean you don't deserve it, of course you do."
His words sent a chill down her spine. She didn't deserve to be there and she knew it all too well. She forced a grin at her husband's comment and closed her eyes as she tried to hide from the guilt but it wasn't happening. Her shame was even more acute than it had been. Her mind was a boiling cauldron of regrets and wishes. She wondered what the future held.
Italy turned out to be just as fantastic as the UK and France. Their guide was the twenty-something daughter of a high ranking politician. She had olive skin, luxurious black hair, and eyes to match...all that on top of a body a man would kill--or die for. She met them at the airport and spoke almost flawless English. "Mr. Young, Mrs. Young, I am Lucia, your guide while you're here."
"Lucia, it's a pleasure, but please, call me Connie, and my wife is Charlene or just Char is fine."
Her smile was dazzling as she shook their hands. "I've been briefed on your assignment; from what I've been told you are looking for local landmarks and not the usual tourist sights but is there anything you wish to see personally?"
"Well, I've always wanted to see the Colosseum, what about you, Honey?"
"Oh, I'd love that too."
"Very good, I will make sure we have time to visit it. I have an itinerary that takes us to prehistoric caves in the south and a thirteenth-century castle in the north. It'll be a lot of driving, I'm afraid, but I think you'll agree it was worth it.
"My car is over here. I'll take you to your hotel and help get you checked in. I hope you're early birds, I'd like to start out for Matera early--no later than eight o'clock. It's about a four-hour drive."
"Whatever you say, Lucia, you're the boss." Char was a little jealous watching her young pear-shaped ass sway with every step to her car.
After making sure they were checked in and comfortably in their room, Lucia left them to relax after their trip. "My God, what a beautiful young lady."
"That she is, I wonder if she's done any modeling? I'm sure we'll have to hire some models now and then for some of the shoots. Don't let me forget to get her contact information before we leave."
"Oh, I doubt you'll forget," Char replied with a sarcastic tone in her voice. Connie just chuckled. After unpacking, Connie started going through his photos again while Charlene lay down on the bed to rest; again, her growing guilt made it hard to turn off her brain. Eventually, she drifted off but had a dream about Connie cheating with Lucia.
She awoke with tears in her eyes. Connie was still working on the computer so she slipped out of bed and made her way to the bathroom to freshen up in time for dinner.
Lucia knew her country well and had an excellent grasp of what Connie was looking for. She also kept her promise and took them to the Coloseum on their last day.
Connie was in seventh heaven, over the past two weeks, he had filled four SD cards and was on his last one; as a bonus, they managed to avoid Brad for the entire time they were in Italy. Of course, their luck couldn't hold out forever. The two couples met at the airport and discovered they were on the same plane back to the US.
Brad always seemed to exude an air of superiority when he addressed Connie. "So, did you two enjoy your vacation?"
Connie caught the inflection but just ignored it. "Actually, Brad, we worked the entire time, what did you do besides sightsee?"
"We made plans," he replied. "Holly and I have decided to take Dennison up on his offer. We're moving to England so you and I might be working together."
"I'll be working with the ad agency, Brad, I doubt you and will see that much of each other."
"Don't be too sure, Connie," he replied almost sticking his chest out, "Dennison will want me to oversee every aspect of the campaign." Just then they called for boarding over the PA. Both Connie and Charlene were thankful when they took their seats and Brad and Holly kept moving to several rows behind them.
Charlene was thinking about what Brad said. As soon as they were seated, she had to ask, "You're not really going to have to work with that S.O.B., are you?"
"No, if he tries to poke his nose into my business, I'll have the ad agency tell him to back off." Char was relieved. She couldn't bear the thought of her husband having to work with Brad. She knew Brad felt superior because of her, because he held the secret that he knew her body intimately. It made him feel that he had one up on the great photographer.
Brad, however, had other ideas. He still wanted to teach Charlene a lesson and he had a plan.
Once they stepped off the plane at O'Hare, Char started to relax a little. She was well aware that she'd dodged a bullet and was silently thanking the man upstairs. The first thing they did was call her parents and let them know they were back and would be by to pick up their son; of course, her parents wouldn't let them leave without telling them all about their trip so they stayed for coffee and gave them the highlights while Richard played with his knights of the round table toys they bought in London.
As Char set foot in their own home again, she completely relaxed. As much fun as she had on the trip, it was also extremely stressful and she was glad to be home. She only wished she had another day to recuperate before going back to work.
Connie, however, couldn't wait to seriously start editing his work on his large monitors instead of his seventeen-inch laptop.
Brad was also anxious to get back to the office and asked for a meeting with his boss asap. Mr. Dennison's PA told him he was eager to hear all about the trip but he would be out of the office for the rest of the week.
Charlene hardly got any work done because of everyone asking her about the trip, starting with her boss. Diane, her best friend from work, cornered her for lunch. "So, come on, what was it like over there?"
"Di, it was absolutely incredible; everywhere we went we were treated like royalty, and the scenery... it was breathtaking." She went on and gave her friend a day-by-day synopsis.
"I'll bet you're sorry you called your husband all those names when you thought he wasn't going to take you."
"Di, sorry doesn't begin to explain it. Being with Connie every day like that reminded me of something I'd forgotten for a while..."
"What's that?"
"How much I love that man. I think I got so wrapped up in my own feelings, I'd forgotten why I fell in love with him in the first place. Di, I'm not sure when it started but I've been a bad wife."
"Oh, come on, Char, if you were a bad wife he'd have never taken you along on that trip."
"No, like the man in the temple said, I chose wisely. Marrying Connie was the smartest thing I ever did. Now I have to go back to playing it smart and step up my game... big time. I need to be the wife he deserves."
"Look, Char, I don't know what brought all this on, but I think you're being way too hard on yourself."
Char just smiled and looked at her watch. "Jesus, we better get going or we'll be late getting back."
That night Connie called and apologized saying he was going to be in the studio most of the night.
"What about dinner?"
"I'll just have to grab something when I get home, Honey. If you're tired don't wait up, it might be ten or eleven o'clock by the time I get out of here." For Char, there was no better time to start being the wife she felt her husband deserved. She made a couple of phone calls then went to Connie's office and dug around in the bottom drawer of his desk.
Connie was so involved going through the thousands of thumbnails, he didn't hear anything until she spoke. "Don't shoot, Honey, it's only me." He turned just in time to see his beautiful wife walking in with a pizza in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other. A more welcoming sight he couldn't imagine.
"I wasn't about to let you starve until you got home."
"How'd you get in?"
"The spare key in the bottom drawer of your desk."
"Well, you sure look and smell delicious, Honey. Where's Rich?"
"Mrs. Burdett's, I gave her money so they could both go out to a restaurant."
"This is perfect, Honey. I've been at it most of the day and I would have kept going until I couldn't see straight. This is exactly the break I needed." They sat and talked, drank a little wine, and ate pizza for almost an hour.
On the way home, Charlene had another epiphany, I can't keep it from him, she thought. It's not right, but I know him; if I tell him I fucked Brad he'll turn down that whole campaign. I can't let that happen. As she turned into their driveway, she decided she was too tired to think about it.
Soon after getting home, Mrs. Burdett stopped by to drop off Richard. Charlene thanked her and offered her a twenty but she refused it, saying the dinner was payment enough. After putting Richard to bed, Char was having trouble keeping her eyes open. She wanted to stay up and greet her husband but gave up and went to bed.
Over that week things started falling into a regular routine again. Connie had a fashion shoot that Wednesday and two product shoots on Thursday; of course, they had to go through editing and basic post-processing before they could be sent out to his retoucher for the final product. That all took time so going through the European shots had to be done after hours.
The following Monday, Brad waited anxiously for Mr. Dennison. It was nine-thirty when he was informed he was wanted in the boss's office. Dennison was all smiles when he asked Brad to sit down and tell him all about his trip abroad.
"Mr. Dennison, it was fantastic and I have a ton of ideas on marketing our products over there. I really believe that within three to five years it could be a bigger market than the US."
"Really?" It was of course just what Mr. Dennison wanted to hear. "Does that mean you're going to take the job?"
"Yes, Sir; Holly and I talked it over and we both agree we'd like to live in the UK."
"Wonderful, I was hoping you'd accept the challenge. I want to see some of your ideas; did you put anything together in a written presentation while I was gone? I'd like to see a layout of some strategic plans."
That caught Brad off guard. He'd spent most of the week planning to get Connie fired. "Ah, Sir, I've been so busy catching up on stuff, I haven't had a chance."
"Well, take some time and put something together for me."
"Yes, Sir." He turned like he was going to walk out and then turned back as if it was an afterthought. "Ah, Mr. Dennison, there's one more thing..."
"What's that?"
"Well, I know you like Connie Young's work but... well, I don't know if I can work with him."
He saw the shock on the old man's face, "What--why?"
"Well, evidently he considers himself a real ladies man. Whenever we were together he'd flirt with Holly and make some off-color comments. At first, she thought it was just innocent flirting but she said he tried to get her alone in France and again in Italy. He was trying his hardest to seduce her and some of it was right in front of his wife, too."
"I... I checked him out before hiring him; there was nothing like that in his background."
"I don't know, Sir, maybe he's just real good at hiding it but Holly and I experienced it for ourselves. We both grew to really dislike the man."
"All right, Brad, thanks for letting me know." The old man reminded him that he wanted to see some marketing ideas before dismissing him.
To say he was disappointed was an understatement. If it was true, he'd have to find someone else and the whole European trip idea was a waste of time and money. His blood pressure was starting to rise just thinking about it. He couldn't see any reason Brad would lie to him but he was going to dot all his "I"s and cross his "T"s before making a decision. He called the detective agency they used from time to time.
"Hi, Velda, it's Al Dennison, is Blake in?"
"Yes, Mr. Dennison, hold please... "
"Hey, Al, what's up?"
"Hi, Blake, do you remember that photographer I asked you to check out a few weeks ago?"
"Of course, Connie Young; did you hire him?"
"I did but I just heard something that's making me wonder if I made a mistake."
"Oh, Oh; what'd you hear?"
"When you were checking him out did you find anything that would suggest he was a... what do they call it these days... a player?"
"A player... you mean games or women?"
"Women."
"Ah, you mean a pussy hound," he said with a chuckle.
"That's one way of putting it," Dennison chuckled.
"No, not a hint of anything like that. At least on paper, he's a square shooter. Personally, I think he'd be nuts; you should see his wife, she's absolutely gorgeous."
"I don't know what to think. Blake, can you do some more digging for me? I've got a real dilemma on my hands and I need to know if Young is capable of doing anything that would embarrass the company."
"Of course, Al. It'll take a few days, I'll have to be discreet. I don't want to start any rumors that could damage his business and open myself up to a lawsuit."
"Of course, Blake; I understand. Just get back to me as soon as you can."
"Will do."
With time on her hands in the evenings, Charlene kept running different scenarios over and over in her head. As soon as she would tuck Richard into bed at night her guilt would resurface like a demon from Hell. More than once she had to dry her eyes before Connie came home. As senseless as it seemed on the surface, she could no longer live with herself without coming clean.
Tuesday evening she opened her laptop and searched for two-bedroom apartments to rent. She didn't want to take Richard out of school so it had to be in the area. She made decent money so she took out a sheet of paper and drew up a tentative budget. It would be tight but with a little child support, she could make it. She wasn't going to ask for any alimony.
On a new sheet of paper, she made some notes as to what had to be done between then and when she had to leave. Of course, she would beg to be forgiven but didn't hold much hope. She knew her husband enough to know he wouldn't tolerate infidelity. Charlene decided Friday would be D-day. That would give her the weekend to get organized. By the time she was done, the paper was soaked with her tears.
With the little bit of time she had left, Char made sure she spent every moment she could with her husband. That Thursday, the day before D-day, returning from work, she was surprised to see Connie's car in the drive. He hadn't beaten her home in years. She smiled believing he was finished with his work from Europe; maybe he was planning a celebration.
She happily walked into the house to see him sitting alone in his recliner. "Is it true that you screwed Brad Orwell?"
Instinctively, Charlene's hand shot up to her mouth as she made a horrible gasping sound. Connie knew from her reaction it was true. "I... I'm so sorry, I was going to confess tomorrow."
"Ah-huh, sure you were. I don't get it; I'm sure you've had many opportunities, why in the hell would you screw THAT SON OF A BITCH, and when? We weren't separated for more than half an hour during the whole trip. When..."
Char was feeling light-headed and had to sit down on the couch. Tears flooded her eyes. "It... it wasn't during the trip, it was before," she said between sobs.
"Before? Bullshit," he said while trying to control his temper, "how could you have fucked him before the trip? You didn't even meet him until New York."
With very shaky hands, Char took a tissue from her purse and wiped her eyes. "We... we met a few months before the trip. He is a friend of Audrey's from personnel; we sometimes have lunch together. He saw us one day in the restaurant and sat down. He seemed entirely different than he did on the trip. He was funny and personable. He had lunch with us several times over the next few weeks, then he came over one day when I was alone.
"That's when he started to flirt and I... well, I guess I was ripe for the picking. We had lunch together a couple more times and the flirting became bolder and more salacious; I guess I started to flirt back. I... I don't even remember why but he caught me one day when I was really down on myself. He said he had a surefire way to lift my spirits. There was a motel right across the street. I called into work and told them I got sick at lunch and had to go home.
"It was the only time and I've felt guilty ever since. After the trip, I couldn't live with myself any longer and was going to tell you, honest."
Connie just sat there without saying a word. His mind still hadn't accepted the reality yet. How could his beautiful loving wife do such a thing, it was incomprehensible.
"May I ask... " he was still staring into space, "Honey, Connie... "
"What?"
"May I ask how you found out? Brad didn't say anything to you did he?"
"Why would Brad say something?"
"Well, he tried to get me to screw him a couple times on the trip, when I refused he got mad. I thought, maybe... "
"No, it was Holly; she called me at work. She got her phone bill and there were European roaming charges on it. She thought it was strange since she didn't think either she or Brad had used their phone while they were over there so she checked. She said you and him were texting each other. Evidently, she caught Brad cheating once before and recognized the signs. She told me she was sure you two were having an affair.
"At first I thought she was daft but then I asked myself why would you two be texting each other. You couldn't stand him... unless that was an act."
"It was no act, Connie. He saw me when I went to the toy store in Italy. He texted me and wanted me to meet him in his hotel room. I texted him back with one word... no."
"That was it?"
"That was it, I swear."
He was still staring into space, "Why should I believe you?"
"Connie, please look at me, I know you, I know you're going to divorce me. I'm putting a deposit down on a furnished apartment tomorrow and I'm already making arrangements to move out. You can believe me because I have nothing left to lose. I've already lost it all. I have nothing to gain by lying."
"What about Rich?"
"Connie, you work twelve hours a day, sometimes six, at times even seven days a week; now you're going to be going back and forth to Europe, I'll give you as much time with him as you want but there's no way you could give him a stable environment.
"I wasn't lying when I said I was going to confess tomorrow. I planned on moving into the apartment on Saturday. It's a two bedroom so Rich will still have a room of his own and it's in the same school district."



"Sounds like you have everything planned. You're wrong about one thing though, I won't be going back and forth to Europe."
"Connie, don't do that, please. I know what this job can do for your career; don't give that up because of me--you can't."
"I can and I will, there's no way I could ever work with that son of a bitch even a little bit."
"Connie, I beg you, don't do anything rash." Just then Richard came home from Mrs. Burdett's, saw his dad, and ran over to hug him. That ended their conversation for the night.
The next morning, a few minutes after nine, Al Dennison's PA addressed him on the intercom, "Mr. Dennison, Connie Young is here to see you."
He hadn't heard back from the investigator's office yet and had no idea what was going on but he was about to find out. "Send him in," he replied.
Dennison sat back in his chair, "Connie, this is a surprise, have a seat."
"I won't be staying that long, Mr. Dennison." He laid an external hard drive down on the desk. "There are two files on here. The first one contains every shot I took in Europe; the second has about a hundred shots that I feel offer the best of what you're looking for.
"Unfortunately, I won't be the one doing the commercial work. There's no charge for anything on the hard drive, I hope that will make up for the money you spent sending me over there." He turned and started to walk out.
"Just a minute, Connie, I think you at least owe me an explanation. Does this have anything to do with you and Holly?"
That was a surprise, he turned back around, "Me and Holly? What about me and Holly?"
"Brad says you were trying to seduce her on the trip."
"What?" Dennison saw him immediately get red in the face and thought he was going to explode. "That SOB had an affair with my wife and was trying to get her to screw him on the trip!" He forced himself to calm down. "I... I'm sorry, I didn't mean to go off on you like that but you tell Brad if he sees me again he'd better start running cuz if I get the chance I'll break every bone in his miserable body."
"Hmmm, I was thinking about having him come in so you two could face each other and hash this out so I could get to the bottom of it, but I can see that'd be a bad idea.
"Connie, can you give me a little time before you quit?"
"I don't know what good it'll do. There's a dozen decent photographers out there who would jump at the chance for this job."
"I'm sure you're right but I'd still like a little time."
"Fine," he said, "you can give that ED to your ad agency. I'm pretty sure there's more than enough there to go forward with your plans."
As soon as Connie left his office, Dennison called the detective agency. The secretary put him right through. "Hi, Blake, did you come up with anything on Connie Young yet?"
"Al, I was just about to call you; I checked with The Professional Photographers of America, I checked with the Better Business Bureau, I checked with the Chamber of Commerce, I checked with the cops for any complaints, and I discreetly checked with the two model agencies he works with, nothing, nada, not a thing, not a hint of the slightest impropriety. As far as I can tell, your boy is a saint, Al."
"Thanks, Blake; send me your invoice." Dennison was not one to socialize with his employees. All he knew about Brad Orwell was that he was good at his job; as far as he was concerned though, that wasn't enough if he was untrustworthy. If he couldn't trust an employee he didn't care how good they were. He was about to spend millions on an advertising campaign in Europe, he had to be sure of every decision he made. He hated to do it but he felt it necessary. He had his PA look up the number and dialed.
"Hello?"
"Holly, it's Albert Dennison, how are you?"
"Mr. Dennison, this is a surprise. Is anything wrong?"
"Well, I'm not sure, I understand you're planning to live in the UK."
"Ah, well, that was the plan but now I'm not too sure. I discovered something yesterday that might change my mind."
"May I ask what you discovered?"
"Ah, that's personal, Mr. Dennison."
"Holly, I have millions riding on this overseas campaign, I need you to be honest with me, does it have anything to do with you and Connie Young?"
"What... no, why would you think that, not directly anyway."
"Holly, Brad came to me on Monday and said Connie spent that trip trying to seduce you. I have too much at stake to take a chance with sending someone over there who might embarrass the company in some way. Is what he said true?"
"No, in fact, just the opposite, I don't have proof yet but I think Brad is having an affair with Connie's wife. The signs are there, I just don't have a smoking gun."
Now it was Dennison's turn to sigh, "Well, Connie was just in my office; from what he said, I think his wife probably confessed. He seemed to have no doubts about their affair."
"That's possible... I called him yesterday and told him what I found. I'll bet he went home and confronted her. I have to call him. If Charlene confessed, my husband is going to get a rude awakening; I'll have his bags packed and sitting on the porch when he comes home tonight."
She thought for a moment then had a question of her own to ask. "Mr. Dennison, are you going to fire him? I quit my full-time job when we were married. I'm just working part-time now and we don't have a lot of savings. I'll have to get a full-time job but even then I don't know if I can make it without some alimony, at least for a little while."
"What kind of work do you do, Holly?"
"Marketing, same as Brad. That's how we met, we were in a couple of the same classes in college."
"Holly, it appears I will be looking for a new marketing person. Why don't you put a resume' together and come in for an interview."
"Really? Oh, wow, yeah, I'll call for an appointment."
"Can you make it about ten, on Monday morning?"
"Sure."
"Ask for Ms. Meadows in personnel, I'll let her know you're coming."
"Thank you, Mr. Dennison, I'll be there."
Next, he made an internal call, "Ms. Meadows, a spot will be opening in our marketing department; Holly Orwell will be in around ten o'clock Monday morning to interview for it; also, will you bring me Brad Orwell's personnel file, please."
Connie was just walking into his studio when the phone rang. John got to it first. "Connie, it's for you, someone named Holly."
"Thanks, John." He took the phone from his assistant, "Hello, Holly."
"Hi, Connie, I just got off the phone with Mr. Dennison. Did Charlene confess to having an affair with my husband?"
"Well, she swears it was just once but yeah, your instincts were right on, Holly."
"I knew it. You know you can just tell when someone's not being sincere with you. I knew the first time I caught him cheating that he didn't mean it when he said he'd never do it again but I gave in anyway; I guess that'll teach me.
"Thanks, Connie, now I have to go pack his bags, bye."
Later that day, Mr. Dennison called Brad into his office. "Connie Young was in earlier today and told me he was quitting. When I asked him why, his story differed completely from what you told me."
"Why, what'd he say?"
"He told me you had an affair with his wife."
That was a surprise to him, he had no idea Connie knew. "That's a lie," he stated emphatically. "You don't believe him do you?"
"Well, I didn't want to but it turns out your wife was the one who tipped him off."
"My wife?" Suddenly, all the color drained from Brad's face.
"Yup, I don't think you'll be too welcome when you go home tonight; speaking of which," he picked up an envelope and tossed it to the corner of his desk in front of Brad, "you're no longer welcome here either. That's your last paycheck."
After futilely arguing for a little, Brad gave up and slinked back to his former office to clean out his desk. This did not go as he had planned; one day he was on top of the world and the next he was at the bottom of the barrel.
Connie made sure he spent Saturday at home. He took Richard to play at the park while Charlene packed her car with everything that would fit. After the park, they both sat down with Richard and explained that they were going to be living in two places and he would be living sometimes with his Mom and sometimes with his Dad.
He was old enough to know what that meant. A few of the kids he went to school with had the same arrangement. He cried for a while but together Connie and Char were able to assure him of their love and that things would work out.
That night the hurt, grief, guilt, and anger were consumed by an overpowering loneliness, and the five souls touched by an act of selfishness and stupidity cried themselves to sleep.
Sunday morning wasn't much better. Connie made himself some coffee and sat at the kitchen table wondering what happens now. He thought about seeing a divorce lawyer but then what was the rush, his wife had already moved out. He looked at the paper Char had left him with her new address and decided he'd stop in... just to see how his son was coping is what he told himself, but inside he knew he wanted to see Char again.
He finished his coffee, grabbed a shower, and got dressed. On the way over he ran the whole situation over and over again in his mind. He couldn't help but wonder if he was doing the right thing by letting her move out.
As he pulled into the parking lot the first thing he saw was his wife struggling to break free of Brad's hold on her wrist. Her face was contorted in pain while Brad's showed pure anger.
Connie slammed on the brakes and jumped from his car before Brad realized he was there. Connie grabbed him by the hair and pulled back then pushed him into the roof of a car. His nose squirted blood and his eyes were glazed over as Connie turned him around and pushed his back against the car. His legs were like rubber and slightly separated, a temptation Connie couldn't ignore. He pulled Brad toward him while driving his knee into his groin. There was a blood-curdling yell as his nemesis fell to the pavement.
With the threat neutralized Connie looked at his horrified wife. "Are you okay?" He noticed the side of her face was all red. "Did he hit you?"
"Yeah, I just ran to the store for a minute and he was here when I got back."
"Where's Rich?"
"He's at the neighbors. This morning he found that one of his friends from school lives right across the hall. The parents are very nice. I met the mother once at a school function. She asked if Rich could go over and play with their son so I took the opportunity to quickly run to the store for milk."
"Are you going to charge Brad with assault?"
"That won't get you in trouble, will it?"
"Not at all."
"Then yes. Come on inside, I'll call the cops from the apartment and away from prying eyes." When the cops arrived, they took pictures of the bruises on Char's face and wrist and a warrant was sworn out for Brad's arrest.
When they left, Connie walked across the hall and knocked on the neighbor's door. When they opened it Rich ran to his dad. Connie took his wife's suggestion and invited the couple, along with their son, over for coffee. For a little while, Connie and Charlene forgot about their troubles and had a good time getting acquainted.
Later that week, Mr. Dennison called Connie, told him he had fired Brad, and convinced him not to quit. Charlene was especially happy when she heard the news. When Guy Fromwil, another superstar from the marketing dept heard the European gig was open, he volunteered. As a bachelor, he had no one to answer to but himself. Dennison gladly gave him the position and asked if he'd like an assistant. He knew how much Holly wanted to live in the UK so when asked, she jumped at it.
As for Brad, well he couldn't raise bail. He was in the county jail until his trial at which time he was sentenced to eighteen months in maximum security.
It took almost a year before Dennison was ready to send Connie overseas for the actual commercial shots. He met with Holly and her new fiancee' Guy Fromwil. He was happy to see that she had herself a good man for a change.
He and Char saw each other often because of Richard. As far as he could tell, in all that time she hadn't dated anyone... neither had he.
His second trip abroad came when Rich was out of school for the summer. He asked Char if she could get a week off. He thought a week in Europe would be extremely beneficial to Rich but he'd be busy shooting and needed someone else there to be with him, who better than his mother.
The trip turned out to be the best one yet. It was another year before Connie asked Char to come back. She cried happy tears for two days and never again did she ever consider cheating.
The End.



        